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ABSTRACT
Across diverse educational spaces, parental engagement is regarded as a critical
factor in determining student academic achievement. However, dominant narratives of
low-income African American parent (LIAAP) disengagement have been perpetuated in
scholarship and practice, adding to the centuries of misuse and maltreatment Black
families have experienced historically by way of educational institutions in the United
States. Therefore, to counter these narratives and better understand parental engagement
from the perspectives of LIAAP, in this three-article dissertation, I explored the impacts
of race and social class on LIAAP engagement. Through a Critical Race Theory (CRT)
lens and a phenomenological Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)
approach, I employed a research design that captured the lived experiences of LIAAP and
gleaned a community perspective from their insights (Bush et al., 2019). In Chapter 1, I
introduced the study by highlighting important background information, defining the
problem of practice, identifying the research questions, and discussing the purpose and
significance of the study. Further, I explained my positionality, described the theoretical
framework and research methodology, and summarized the limitations and delimitations
of the study. In Chapter 2, I examined past educational contexts and prior research studies
related to African American parental engagement to conceptualize a socio-historical
timeline and situate the current state of LIAAP engagement within the literature. I
propose that the United States’ educational climate is currently in a critical state that
requires focused attention on listening and understanding the experiences of African
Americans to transform educational outcomes for Black families. Next, in Chapter 3, I
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used critical race methodology to present a counternarrative of LIAAP engagement
through community cultural wealth. Findings indicated that Black parents accessed
multiple forms of underrecognized cultural capital to engage in their children’s
educational experiences and that despite the challenges associated with their racial and
social statuses, the Black parents in this study consistently sought opportunities to
improve educational outcomes for their children. Finally, in Chapter 4, through the use of
focus group data, I presented community-based participatory research (CBPR) as a
promising research approach for educational leaders to build trust with Black parents,
increase parent engagement, improve school outcomes, and transform educational policy.
I discussed two major themes: the impact of past educational experiences and the
relationship between trust and care. I concluded in Chapter 5, by summarizing each
chapter and discussing the overall “essence” of the LIAAP experience based on the three
selected articles—battered yet unbothered, we want what’s best for our kids. I end the
chapter by providing implications and recommendations that promote equitable
engagement practices for Black families and schools.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION: THE BOTTOM OF HARDSHIPS
“To be a poor man is hard, but to be a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of
hardships.”
—W. E. B. Dubois, The Souls of Black Folk
African Americans have suffered from years of trauma and oppression,
byproducts of chattel slavery that have effectively maintained white supremacy and
inequity in the United States (DeGruy Leary, 2005). U.S. systems have upheld ideologies
of racism through policies like redlining in housing (Rothstein, 2017) and zero tolerance
in schools (Heitzeg, 2010). This history and these policies are amongst some of the major
causes of the disenfranchisement of many African American families, so it is no
coincidence that African American families have one of the highest poverty rates
amongst all ethnicities, second only to Native Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). As
low-income African American parents (LIAAP) struggle to thrive financially and
physically in American society, their children face similar issues within the education
system as evidenced by gaps in academic achievement.
The achievement gaps, or more properly described –opportunity gaps (Milner,
2013), between African American students and white students are apparent, and they are
even more disturbing when combined with socioeconomic status gaps. Educators and
scholars have spent valuable time and resources trying to understand how to close these
gaps for children of color, and both scholars and practitioners seem to agree that parental

engagement is an important factor in determining student academic achievement
(Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016; Jeynes, 2016).
Parental engagement and involvement are terms used by educators to describe the
active participation of parents in schools and at home. Parental engagement entered the
education discourse strongly in the 1980s as an offshoot of parental involvement.
Throughout the literature, studies have found that parental involvement is directly
correlated with student academic achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; HooverDempsey & Sandler, 1997; Jeynes, 2005, 2007). However, scholars have noted the
tendency of parental engagement to curtail off in secondary school (Desforges &
Abouchaar 2003; Goodall et al., 2011) and the importance of sustained engagement
during ages of transition e.g., adolescence (Sanders, 2008). Simultaneously, some studies
have posited that African American children benefit from parental involvement more
than other ethnic groups, and that studying race and social class concurrently gives a
more complete picture when examining parental engagement (Diamond, 2000; Jeynes,
2003). Taken in sum, these findings undergird the necessity of this study, as I center the
impacts of race and class on the parental engagement of middle school families based on
LIAAP perceptions.
In recent years educators have witnessed a major shift in the school, family, and
community partnership discourse as scholars and practitioners have begun to
acknowledge the importance of parental engagement in lieu of involvement (Barton et al.,
2004; Goodall, 2018; Torre & Murphy, 2016). Generally, parental engagement refers to
the complex dynamic between parents, children, and schools, while parental involvement

2

is understood as a set of practices parents can perform in service of schools. The United
States’ most recent federal education policy changes came with a name change from
parental involvement to parent and family engagement in the reauthorization of the 1965
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
(ESSA, 2015). This change signaled the growing understanding of familial engagement
within schools and in academic spaces. As scholars and policy makers continue to note
the criticality of familial engagement, particularly for students with marginalized
identities, school leaders are called to develop innovative ways to create equitable
engagement opportunities for families and build authentic relationships within their
communities. To aid in this effort, in this three-article dissertation, I examined the lived
experiences of LIAAP to understand how they engage in their children’s middle school
educational experiences.
Background of the Problem
Racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps have been documented since the
1960s and have been a focus of education discourse for over twenty years (LadsonBillings, 2006; Lee, 2002), and while much work is being done to close and stifle the
progression of these gaps, they still represent two of the United States’ most urgent
educational and social problems (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017). Today, the nation is in a
critical position, as the demographics of this country continue to shift drastically. Experts
estimate that by the year 2050 ethnic minorities will populate more than half of the
country (Frey, 2018). Given the opportunity gaps students of color currently face, that
shift could place thousands of Black and Brown children (the majority of the future
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workforce) at risk of being underprepared for college and/or life after high school
(Dillon, 2006; Howard & Navarro, 2016).
I use the term opportunity gap intentionally because achievement and opportunity
gaps, though often used interchangeably, express different understandings. Achievement
gaps, as they have been called in the literature, normalize the test scores, graduation rates,
and overall experiences of white people and posit that those who are not achieving at the
standard of white students are failing, while disregarding the notion that measures of
academic achievement should not be based on whiteness (Love, 2004; Milner, 2012,
2013). Still, these gaps offer critical insight into the inequities and unequal opportunities
African Americans experience in education. Contrarily, opportunity gaps highlight the
inequalities within the education system by de-centering the standardization of schooling
and focusing on educational practices and processes (Milner, 2012). Critical race scholars
have urged researchers to move away from the notion of achievement gaps towards more
holistic frameworks (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Milner, 2012). In this study. I take the
position that achievement gaps are signals that opportunity gaps are present. As I work
towards the elimination of all gaps and inequities present in the schooling of Black kids, I
view both achievement gaps and opportunity gaps as central problems in this study.
There are multiple achievement gaps that impact African Americans indicative of
the opportunity gaps present across lines of race and social class. Some of the most
critical ones are related to school readiness, disciplinary actions, literacy test scores, math
test scores, and graduation rates. On the basis of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) testing, Black eighth graders have scored lower than all other reported
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racial and ethnic groups fairly consistently over the last 25 years in both reading and
mathematics (NCES, 2020). These scores are even lower when students attend a high
poverty school (NCES, 2020). In addition, white students are over 10% more likely to
graduate from high school than Black students (NCES, 2019). Even higher education
students are impacted by the realities of opportunity gaps; African Americans college
students are 24% less likely to graduate from college than white students and almost five
time less likely to attend graduate school than their white counterparts (NCES, 2019). To
eliminate achievement gaps for Black students and the opportunity gaps that give rise to
them, educators must ensure equitable practices and policies for African Americans in
schools and obliterate deficit thinking which positions African Americans students as
failing and needing intervention.
Deficit thinking is a way of thinking and intention to act that “holds students from
historically oppressed populations responsible for the challenges and inequalities that
they face” (Davis & Museus, 2019, p. 119). Deficit thought patterns are the result of
long-held false beliefs about people within marginalized populations. Valencia (2010)
asserted that deficit thinking is grounded in victim blaming, oppression, pseudoscience,
temporal changes, educability, and heterodoxy. This form of thought permeates school
culture as people look for simplistic ways to explain school and academic failure. African
Americans are often on the receiving end of deficit thoughts and patterns as school
leaders and teachers struggle to make sense of racial academic achievement gaps
(Howard, 2010).
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In the case of African American parental engagement, deficit thinking can
encourage a false narrative that LIAAP are uninterested in the education of their children
or that they do not possess the qualities or parenting styles that facilitate student
engagement and academic achievement (Cooper, 2009). This view essentially blames
parents for their children’s “poor” academic achievement rather than the inequitable
policies and school practices that may have put the student’s and their family in that
position. In an ideal scenario of engagement, schools and parents share the responsibility
for student outcomes with parents feeling empowered to use their voices to advocate for
their children (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). However, in many cases LIAAP are
positioned as passive recipients of educational services rather than authors in their
children’s educational experiences (Barton et al., 2004), further exasperating the
problems Black students and families already face in navigating the U.S. education
system.
Problem Statement
Across the country African American students are underperforming other ethnic
groups based on the current measures of academic achievement. Simultaneously, in
educational spheres and scholarship there is a pervasive narrative that African American
parents are not involved in and do not care about the schooling of their children (AbdulAdil & Farmer, 2006). These narratives are unwarranted, and they are often derived from
deficit perspectives (Valencia, 2010). Since family and parental involvement have been
found to be critical aspects of student academic, behavioral, and social success (Hill et
al., 2004; Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016), it is necessary that educational leaders
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understand the factors involved for African American parents when engaging with their
children both inside and outside of school settings.
From an educational leadership standpoint, understanding the experiences of
LIAAP is a necessary precursor to learning how to engage parents and create
opportunities that facilitate their engagement with their children. As Reynolds and
Howard (2013) eloquently noted, “A continued critique of parent involvement practices
without acknowledging the social conditions parents experience leaves our conversation
about the power of the parent in furthering school reform disjointed, if not deceptive” (p.
206). Therefore, in this study I centered the experiences and narratives of LIAAP to
better understand how social conditions—specifically race and class—impacted their
engagement with their children’s learning and educational experiences.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of LIAAP to
understand how they engage in their children’s middle school education. There were
three primary research objectives: (a) examine the impacts of race and class on LIAAP
engagement (b) liberate low-income African American parents through the sharing of
their experiences and (c) uncover parenting practices of low-income African Americans
that facilitate engagement with schools.
Research Questions
In this study I centered the experiences of LIAAP to understand ways in which
schools and school systems can further engage with this population of parents. This
qualitative, exploratory study was guided by the overarching research question: How do
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the raced and classed experiences of LIAAP impact their engagement with schools and
their children’s learning?
In the first manuscript of this three-article dissertation, I focus my attention on
the past lived experiences of African American parents to answer the question: How has
the history of racism in the United States impacted Black parents and their engagement
with their children’s education? In the second manuscript, I center the present day lived
experiences of LIAAP answering the research question: How do Black working-class
parents engage in their children’s learning and educational experiences in their everyday
lives? Finally, in the third manuscript I use focus group data to demonstrate how
community-based participatory research could be used to improve relationships between
Black parents and schools, and answer the research question: How do the experiences of
working-class Black parents impact their engagement with their children’s education?
Significance of the Study
Familial engagement is an important aspect of the school experience particularly
for low-income African Americans who may not be valued as educational decision
makers in the lives of their children by schools and school leaders (Abrams & Gibbs,
2002; Cooper et al., 2010). Understanding the experiences of LIAAP is necessary to
make sense of how they conceptualize and practice school engagement (Reynolds &
Howard, 2013). By foregrounding the needs of students and their parents rather than the
convenience of schools, educators can work towards providing African American
families with an equitable school experience (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013; PoseyMaddox & Haley-Lock, 2020).
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Through my centering of the experiences of LIAAP in this study, I sought to offer
them a unique opportunity to have their voices heard and valued in relation to their
children’s education. In addition, school leaders gained the opportunity to engage the
thoughts and ideas of parents and cultivate practices that will help nurture positive
school-family relationships, leading to increased academic achievement for Black
students.
Lastly, this study shed light on the multitude of ways LIAAP participate in the
schooling of their children, debunking narratives of apathy and detachment found in
literature and in practice. The implications of this work extend to school leaders,
practitioners, scholars, and policymakers, and they underscore the necessity of schoolfamily engagement for African American communities.
Framework Summary
This study was informed by concepts of parental engagement, race, social class,
and cultural capital. As noted by Grant and Osanloo (2014) the conceptual framework
should highlight “the researcher’s understanding of how the research problem will best be
explored, the specific direction the research will have to take, and the relationship
between the different variables in the study” (pp. 16-17). As such, the foundations of the
conceptual framework in this study are the theoretical assumptions of Critical Race
Theory (CRT) and community cultural wealth (CCW). I use CRT to analyze how the
intersection between race and social class impact LIAAP engagement, while maintaining
an asset-based perspective that LIAAP use CCW to engage in their children’s educational
experiences. Exploring the experiences of Black parents through these frames helped

9

explain the problem and justify the methods throughout different aspects of the study and
in each article.
As such, in this study I examined the experiences of LIAAP and their engagement
with their children’s learning through an asset-based lens and a phenomenological
perspective. I assert that the raced and classed experiences of LIAAP position them
uniquely in school communities and call for intentional efforts designed to engage them
in schools while honoring their understudied and undervalued forms of engagement. By
valuing the cultural wealth of LIAAP, school leaders open a gateway to new expressions
of parental engagement for LIAAP which could potentially lead to the closing of racial
and socioeconomic status achievement/opportunity gaps and contribute to efforts to
eradicate racist practices and policies from U.S. public education.
Epistemology and Positionality
Qualitative research employs the use of the researcher as an instrument
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2017), therefore my epistemology, reflexivity, position, and
understanding of the problem was critical to the facilitation of this study. In addition, as
CRT asserts the centrality of experiential knowledge (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017),
acknowledging my experience is necessary to fully explain the context of this inquiry.
Throughout this dissertation, I maintained a critical epistemological stance
focusing on the ways in which LIAAP engage with their children. Lochmiller and Lester
(2017) noted the importance of critical research being rooted in the lived experience and
identity of the researcher. As a Black woman, and mother, I recognize my positionality as
vital to this inquiry. Therefore, I did not seek objectivity, instead I sought to challenge
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deficit assumptions about LIAAP by illuminating their lived experiences. My critical
position was necessary as I examined LIAAP parental engagement to provide insight into
how school leaders can change their practices to facilitate more school and family
engagement particularly for low-income African American families.
I began this work with the desire to showcase the positive parental engagement of
LIAAP that I have both witnessed and experienced in my life as a Black woman. My
experiences as a daughter, a student, a teacher, and a scholar have shown me that
although the perception of LIAAP is often negative, there are a multitude of stories and
experiences that are not widely shared in mainstream literature. These are stories of
learning, success, engagement, and joy. These are stories that should be included in the
academic discourse to represent the broad and nuanced forms of the parental engagement
strategies of LIAAP.
As I reflected on my experiences and my preconceptions before beginning this
study I was brought back to my childhood. I grew up in a middle-class, two parent
household as the youngest of three children. I benefited from the lessons my parents
learned raising my sister and brother, and I had a diverse range of both educational and
enrichment opportunities. In a recent conversation my siblings and I discussed our
childhood. One memory my sister resurfaced was that when we were children, we
watched martial arts movies with our dad, the majority of which were filmed in a
different language. I was too young to remember, but my siblings said they read the
subtitles to understand, and we loved watching the movies together. The former reading
teacher in me was amazed; I thought about the implications of reading for over 90
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minutes a night while listening in a different language! Based on the research on
language acquisition, many education practitioners and scholars recommend reading to
children just twenty minutes a night (Kemp, 2015; Nagy & Herman, 1987). In the
moment of recalling that memory, I knew that this was an experience specific to my
family, but that similar encounters could be common in other Black families as well.
However, in some education circles the reading and learning taking place through
watching television might not be valued as a positive parental engagement practice
because it deviates from traditional forms of engagement and involvement. As such, this
research is critical to me because I seek to reimagine education for African American
children in a sustainable and equitable way, which requires going beyond the current
norms and traditions of public education.
Throughout my childhood, years of being around people who looked like me kept
me sheltered from overt racism. Fast forward to high school and I vividly remember an
experience when my classmate, a white boy, asked me what I was doing while I stood
talking to a group of Hispanic and white students. He told me they were the “smart” kids
and that I did not belong in that group. I was enraged. Not only was I friends with
members of the group, but I considered myself to be smart, in fact, I was the
valedictorian of our class. How dare he? I wondered if he thought his whiteness made
him better, or if the fact that he was a boy made him feel invincible. My friends and my
teachers told me to brush it off because he was joking, but I couldn't. That moment broke
my heart. That moment I saw myself in the world through the eyes of someone else. His
deficit perspective of me went unchecked although it was completely inaccurate.
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Retrospectively, that was a defining experience in my life in which I vowed to honor my
Blackness by showing up in all spaces authentically as a Black woman, as unexpected
and as unwelcomed as it may have been to society. Through that experience I realized
that the stories people tell themselves about me and other Black people are not always the
same as our lived experiences and physical reality. Historically, stories of the successes
and triumphs of African Americans have been missing from Western knowledge bases.
This is one of the primary reasons I chose to pursue research on the experiences of
LIAAP.
In my former role as a middle school teacher, I had colleagues who by their own
descriptions were “exhausted.” I heard terrible things about students and their families,
and I witnessed almost an entire school community create narratives of apathy for the
majority of the parents and students we served. While I empathized with my colleagues, I
believed they were blaming students and their families for their low academic
achievement rather than acknowledging the systemic issues that plagued Black families
and the greater community. I believed and still believe that Black parents are engaged in
the education of their children, and that part of our responsibility as educators is to listen
to the experiences and learn the context of our students’ lives to best serve them and their
families. Therefore, I became committed to understanding the intersecting experiences
students of color and their families face that either help or hinder their academic
achievement. I recognize that this adherence to understanding families of color, Black
families specifically, led me to engage in this work, and I acknowledge my positionality
within and throughout the conceptualization of this study.
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Lastly, in my current role as a scholar and researcher I have been disappointed in
the lack of research centering the voices and experiences of low-income Black families
and parents specifically in the realm of education. Through my own experience as a
Black working-class woman and through my diverse roles, I have lived through a wide
range of encounters that have caused me to question the school policies, procedures, and
best practices for parental engagement. My perspective aligns with my critical
epistemology as I seek to “raise questions about the power bases and inherent inequities
that exist across race, gender, social class, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and language”
(Lochmiller & Lester, 2017, p.13).
Research Design
In this qualitative research study, approved by the Clemson Institutional Review
Board (see Appendix A), I centered the multiple realities and truths of LIAAP merging
an interpretive phenomenological perspective with a community-based participatory
action research approach to explore the ways in which they make meaning of their raced
and classed experiences. Interpretive phenomenology stems from a tradition of
interrogating the meaning that people make of other objects or experiences (Van der
Mescht, 2004), and is focused on conveying the essence of a lived experience through
interpretation and meaning making (van Manen, 1990). Community-based participatory
research (CBPR) is an outgrowth of participatory action research that centers community
strengths and creating change (Johnson, 2017). This approach allowed me to conduct this
research with the participants by positioning them as not only participants, but as co-
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constructors of knowledge. In addition, I gained a more in-depth understanding of the
community of focus, LIAAP, through the research design.
When combined, these two approaches allowed me the opportunity to interpret
and understand the data in a unique way. Specifically, Bush et al., (2019) found that
when they combined CBPR and phenomenology they were able to explore and
understand their data from a community perspective. They also noted the strong synergy
between the two research approaches because of their epistemological origins in
hermeneutic philosophy (Mertens, 2015). Hermeneutic phenomenology is a branch of
phenomenology developed by Martin Heidegger that recognizes the social, cultural, and
historical contexts people are embedded to interpret meaning (Laverty, 2003). Kinsella
(2006) noted the critical nature of the hermeneutic tradition given its attention to
marginalized groups and unheard voices. Referencing Mertens (2015) they stated,
Interpretive phenomenology seeks to elicit perspectives and experiences to
construct shared meaning, and social constructivism contends that
meaning is made in a social context, and that to understand the
phenomenon of interest one must gain the perspective of those who lived
it (Bush et. al., 2019, p.4).
To honor the traditions of both phenomenology and CBPR, I used focus groups and semistructured interviews to access the rich data needed to answer the research questions (see
Appendix E for rationale of selected interview questions). Therefore, through the use of
this two-fold research design, I connected my critical epistemology to a broader
methodology and use of methods (see Figure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1
The Influence of Epistemology and Methodology on the Methods

Community Based
Participatory
Research
Hermeneutic
Philosophy

Focus Groups

Participants as
Experts
Individual
Interviews

Phenomenology
Interpretation of
Lived Experiences
Although I used the underpinnings of phenomenology and CBPR to ground this
study and discuss this cumulative body of work in Chapter 5, I organized my dissertation
into three independent articles necessitating distinct methods for each article. In the first
conceptual manuscript, The Time is Now: Tracing the History of Black Parent
Engagement Across the Literature, through a CRT lens and CCW perspective, I highlight
poignant literature and important socio-historical contexts that shape the current state of
African American parental engagement. In the second manuscript titled, “Getting to the
Good Stuff”: Counternarratives of Familial Engagement from Low-Income African
American Parents, I use critical race methodology to examine the everyday experiences
of LIAAP and present counternarratives of their engagement practices using CCW as a
framework. In the third manuscript, Research, Restoration, and Reconciliation: Using
Community-Based Participatory Research to Reshape the School Experience for Black
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Families, I analyze data from two focus groups using thematic analysis to present ways in
which the raced and classed experiences of LIAAP impact their engagement. As a whole,
the themes discussed in this body of work represented an overall phenomenological
essence of the LIAAP experience—"battered, yet unbothered; we want what’s best for
our kids.”
Delimitations and Limitations
Qualitative research is designed to explore the depth of a specific topic; therefore,
the results are not intended to be generalized to a large population, but they are intended
to “focus on context-rich and context-specific phenomena of interest and describe these
phenomena in such detail that a reader can learn from them and come to understand them
well.” (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017, p. 98). Through this qualitative inquiry I aimed to
explore the lived experiences of participants in one sub-group, LIAAP. The sample
population included seven LIAAP from two nearby communities in two disparate school
districts. Hence, the findings from this study were not intended to be generalized to other
LIAAP. However, the differences between each district allowed for a more robust
understanding of the holistic Black community experience due to their respective urban
and rural contexts.
Delimitations
I chose the communities and districts purposively, selecting schools that are
federally mandated Title 1 schools, had high priority school designations, and had a
significant population of parents that met the selection criteria. To take part in the study,
participants had to identify as: parents and/or guardians responsible for a child more than
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50 percent of the time; Black or African American; receive or be eligible to receive free
or reduced lunch.
Limitations
Given the intentional decisions I made and important measures I took throughout
the duration of this research study (see appendix F), there were few aspects of this study
that I recognized as limitations. However, as in all research, there were instances beyond
my control which required special consideration and attention. In this study, the first
limitation came in the form of constraints due to the impacts of the COVID-19 virus. I
received Institutional Review Board approval in January 2021 during a surge in the
global pandemic. Constitutively, no in-person studies were being conducted without
university designated high priority at the time. The pandemic posed challenges to people
and institutions around the world. As such, the physical and psychological impacts
imposed on Black families during the pandemic may have limited potential participants
and the capacities of participants because of the daily stressors of their lives. In addition,
while my preference was to conduct in-person interviews and focus groups, I was limited
to virtual Zoom interviews causing an initial hindrance in recruiting and building
relationships with the participants.
Trust may have also been considered a limitation. Because race and racism are
often considered sensitive issues of discussion, I cannot ensure that participants were
comfortable enough to open up to me and share authentic stories of their lived
experiences. Particularly because of the historical position of power schools have held
over time, participants may not have felt comfortable answering questions about their
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children’s schooling experiences transparently due to fear of being ostracized by the
school. My position as a Black, low-income, single mother who was born and raised in
the area, and my emic knowledge helped negate some of the trust issues that may have
been present if I were viewed as an “outsider”. As such, participants may have been more
open to sharing authentically with me because of my ability to empathize with their
experiences (Crozier, 2003; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). In addition, my shared African
American identity offered me a chance to understand more culturally specific knowledge
helping me to accurately interpret the meaning of the data (Tillman, 2002).
Retrospectively, while I was initially concerned about the virtual interviews
posing a challenge to building relationships with participants, they appeared to have the
opposite effect. Being in a virtual space helped break down barriers due to perceived
power. The virtual interview space essentially allowed all of us to enter into each other’s
homes demanding an instant level of vulnerability. Participants had conversations with
their children, ate lunch, took breaks from work, and did chores during the interviews and
focus groups. They felt comfortable in their own personal settings and the interviews felt
like phone conversations with old friends. Even after the completion of the study several
participants reached out and let me know how much they enjoyed our conversations and
were seeking opportunities to further engage in these discussions. Therefore, while I
recognize the importance of trust and credibility in qualitative research (see Crozier,
2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), for the duration of this study I assumed participants
answered questions honestly and authentically.
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Lastly, time was a limiting constraint because some parents were not able or
willing to participate due to the dates and times the focus groups and interviews took
place. I addressed this limitation by allowing participants to set their interview dates and
times to accommodate busy work schedules and everyday activities. Even still, at least
one participant was not able to participate because of issues in timing. In addition, the
time constraints I faced as a researcher utilizing this study for a dissertation project
influenced the number of participants and the number of times that I could engage with
them. However, based on the interaction between parents during the focus groups, I fully
expect that the discussions about parental engagement and school-community relations
will extend to other LIAAP in each community and have continued since the conclusion
of the study.
Writing Style and Operational Definitions
Throughout this text I adhere to formal APA 7th edition writing conventions in
nearly all cases, however, to further express my epistemology and standpoint I make
several decisions in regard to my writing that readers may need context to understand.
First, throughout this text when discussing humans of African descent, I use the words
Black and African American interchangeably to honor the multiple understandings of
Blackness in the United States. Given the history of these labels and how they have been
leveraged to create division and uphold unjust systems, these terms may hold important
connotations for study participants (see Hall et al., 2015; Martin, 1991; Ongiri, 2010). As
such, participants were invited to name their race based on their current perspective,
leading me to use both terms throughout the text.
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Secondly, as CRT asserts that race is socially constructed, when white is used as a
race, I intentionally use a lowercase w in an effort to decenter the institution of whiteness
and center the experiences of Black people. This decision mirrors that of the Brookings
Institution, the Associated Press, The New York Times, and other respected writers in
recent years as they aimed to denounce white supremacy through their use of language in
writing (Bauder, 2020; Lanham, 2020). As Crenshaw (1991) and others have noted, white
people do not represent a specific cultural group or have a shared history which further
negates the need to capitalize white as a part of an ethnic group.
Next, in several portions of this text I use a conversational writing style and tone
to convey authenticity contributing to my unique voice of color as a Black woman
(Collins, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1998). In addition, when sharing participant narratives
and experiences I use direct, unedited quotes in an effort to humanize the participants,
fully encompass the meaningful intent of their words, and maintain their unique voices in
my reporting.
In addition to the aforementioned considerations and given the misinterpretations
and multiple understandings of some concepts and terms, next I offer definitions of terms
that will be used throughout this text. These definitions explain the terms in the way they
have been conceptualized for this study and are supported by literature.
•

Counterstories/Counternarratives- In this study, I draw on Solórzano and Yosso’s
(2002) definition of counter-story as a:
method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not
often told (i.e., those on the margins of society). The counter-story is also
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a tool for exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of
racial privilege. Counter-stories can shatter complacency, challenge the
dominant discourse on race, and further the struggle for racial reform (p.
32).
As such, my definition of a counternarrative in the context of this study is the
verbalized experience of an African American that directly opposes mainstream
Western beliefs and majoritarian narratives.
•

Liberation- In this text I define liberation as the freedom of African Americans
from oppression and oppressive structures. Drawing on Freire’s understanding of
liberation and his commitment to the “restoration of humanity” (Freire, 2000), I
engaged in this research study with a goal of liberating LIAAP through the
process of sharing of their experiences (see page 6). Of concern to Freire, through
this study I sought to create opportunities for Black parents to participate in their
own liberation and engage in “reflection and action upon the world to transform
it” (Freire, 2000, p. 51).

•

Low-Income/Working-Class: In this study, low-income is deemed as having an
annual salary that is less than the federal poverty guidelines and/or qualifying for
free or reduced lunch in school through Title I. In this text, I use low-income and
working-class interchangeably to highlight the working status of all seven
participants in the study.

•

Parenting- Throughout this document I discuss parenting as the act of caregiving
for a child or children more than fifty percent of the time. This term is not meant
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to limit the discussion to biological parents, but to expand the understanding of
parenting by acknowledging other familial caregiving relationships. In addition,
my understanding of parenting extends beyond child rearing and legal caregiving
requirements and attends to the physical, social, emotional, intellectual, and
spiritual development of a child—recognizing the importance of mother and
father figures outside of familial relationships.
•

Parental Involvement- My understanding of parental involvement draws on
Epstein’s (1995) overlapping spheres of influence. She noted six types of
involvement across the three spheres of school, family, and community. They are
parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision-making, and
collaborating with community. As such, my definition of parental involvement is
parent participation (across all spheres) in the educational experiences of their
child(ren).

•

Parental Engagement- In this text, I draw from Barton and colleagues’ (2004)
conception of parental engagement framing it as the mediation between space and
capital by parents in relation to schooling. This definition encompasses the
understanding that parental agency is a critical aspect of parental engagement.
Therefore, my definition of engagement is inclusive of both parental involvement
and advocacy, and centers parents as active participants in their children’s
educational experiences.

•

Schooling- The process and experience of attending school to receive a formal
education. This may include a variety of activities such as learning in the
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classroom, riding the school bus, and participating in extra-curricular activities. In
addition, as this study centers the raced and classed experiences of Black families,
I take on Dumas’ (2014) conceptualization of schooling as a site of suffering for
Black children and families.
•

Stories and Narratives- The verbalized experiences of African Americans.
Ladson-Billings (1998) noted that “Historically, storytelling has been a kind of
medicine to heal the wounds of pain caused by racial oppression. The story of
one’ s condition leads to the realization of how one came to be oppressed and
subjugated, thus allowing one to stop inflicting mental violence on oneself” (p.
14). As such, the stories shared through this research process contributed to the
greater goal of liberation for Black parents through collective healing.
Organization of the Study
This three-article dissertation is divided into five chapters. In this chapter, I

explained the background and context of the problem and discussed the theoretical
framework that bound this study. I discussed my positionality and epistemological stance,
and I gave an overview of the research design and significance of this study. I also
offered the limitations and delimitations of this inquiry in addition to explaining the
assumptions and operational definitions that are utilized within the text. In Chapter 2, I
explore the past lived experiences of African Americans by highlighting important sociohistorical contexts and literature to help explain the current state of Black parent
engagement. In Chapter 3, I use critical race methodology to present LIAAP
counternarratives of engagement framed by community cultural wealth. Next, in Chapter
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4, I use focus group data to examine the ways in which the lived experiences of LIAAP
impact their engagement and present CBPR as a transformative research approach for
school leaders. Lastly, in Chapter 5, I summarize the overall study, and I connect the
findings between each chapter. I conclude with implications and recommendations for
scholars and practitioners.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this chapter was to outline this study and provide an overview of
the research process and related considerations. Specifically, I set out to highlight the
notion that race and class—especially when Black and “poor”—present significant
barriers to white middle class norms of parental engagement. However, despite the
“bottom of hardships” DuBois spoke of and that many Black parents experience, Black
parents still engage in their children’s educational experiences. In the chapters that follow
I use the exploration of literature and the data gathered from this dissertation study to
further explore this viewpoint.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE TIME IS NOW: TRACING THE HISTORY OF BLACK PARENT
ENGAGEMENT ACROSS THE LITERATURE
Abstract
It is widely accepted that parental engagement plays an essential role in student academic
achievement. However, for Black families who are often on the receiving end of racist
ideologies and practices in schools, traditional parent engagement practices—based
largely on white middle-class values—may be unrealistic. To create more equitable
opportunities of engagement for Black families, educators must understand the historical
and present-day contexts in which engagement and disengagement take place. Therefore,
in this conceptual article, I explore literature related to African American school-family
partnerships, contextually tracing Black parent engagement within the United States
education system historically, illuminating the promise of years to come.

Keywords: Black Parent Engagement; School, Family, and Community Partnerships,
African American Families, Critical Race Theory
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Introduction
“For three hundred and more years they have had 'time', and now it is time
for them to listen.”
—Fannie Lou Hamer, I’m Sick and Tired of Being Sick and Tired, 1964.
For centuries, Black people have been the backbone of the United States, silently
carrying the burdens of over 400 years of systematic and racial oppression. In the
outward world, Black families experience poverty, health issues, and homelessness at
disproportionate rates (Armah, 2015); in schools, Black students witness the subtle
impacts of racism as their families are often relegated to spectators rather than partners in
their children’s education (Cooper, 2009; Noguera, 2001). With the increasing number of
studies demonstrating the impact of parental engagement in closing racial academic
achievement and opportunity gaps (Clark-Louque & Latunde, 2019; Goodall, 2017;
Howard & Reynolds, 2008; Jeynes, 2016), it is critical that we, as educators, focus our
attention on the unique experiences of Black parents and their engagement with their
children’s learning both inside and outside of schools. To clarify, in my discussion of
Black parents I include notions of grandparents, relatives and other non-traditional
caregivers who are responsible for a child’s well-being more than fifty percent of the
time. With this view I seek to expand normative conceptions of parental engagement by
acknowledging a diverse range of familial caregiving relationships.
Studying parental engagement from the vantage point of a Black parent requires a
keen understanding of the historical and educational contexts Black families have
collectively experienced. Therefore, in this article, I set out to answer the question, how
has the history of racism in the United States impacted the lived experiences of Black
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parents and their present-day engagement with their children’s education? Following in
the path of Edwards (1993), and Fields-Smith (2005), I discuss major historical
milestones that have shaped the current educational landscape in which Black parents
operate and engage with schools and school leaders. Through Critical Race Theory
(CRT) and community cultural wealth (CCW) lenses, I examine Black parent
engagement historically in the United States, and I assert that throughout history Black
parents have been disempowered by oppressive structures and systems created to keep
them complicit in an educational system designed to advantage white people. Though this
paper is not a historical analysis, I build on the work of Lareau (1987) and draw upon the
existing body of school, family, and community partnerships literature to offer a sociohistorical perspective of African American parental engagement and present a timeline of
Black parent engagement. I posit that we are currently in a new era of familial
engagement in which the possibility of shared power between Black parents and schools
may finally be a reality as we catalyze to ensure our voices are heard.
Critical Race Theory and Community Cultural Wealth
This article is framed by the theoretical assumptions of CRT and the asset-based
perspectives of CCW (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Yosso, 2005). CRT is a theoretical
stance that aims to transform the relationships between race, racism, and power (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2017). Born out of the work of CRT, CCW is an “array of knowledge, skills,
abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and
resist macro and micro-forms of oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p 77). Taken together, CRT
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and CCW provide an important backdrop to discuss historical events, experiences, and
literature that have shaped the current state of African American parental engagement.
Critical Race Theory
Within the field of education, CRT has been used to study a wide range of issues
impacting Black children including curriculum, instruction, assessment, school funding,
leadership, policy, and desegregation (Howard & Navarro, 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1998;
Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). For the purposes of this article, I use CRT to examine the
historical events and literature regarding the educational engagement of Black parents
with their children’s schools and learning. Specifically, I focus on three of the central
understandings of CRT including: racism is endemic, the critique of abstract liberalism,
and interest convergence.
The endemic nature of racism is a core tenet of CRT (Ladson-Billings, 1998;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). It represents the understanding that racism is a part of the
fabric of the United States. In the United States, systems and structures are embedded in a
deep belief that whiteness is inherently better than Blackness (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017; Harris, 1993). Hence, racism is viewed and experienced as normal by mainstream
society. Since the education system and local schools were created in the context of
racism and potentially racist practices, African American students and parents deal with
racism in their everyday encounters with schools (see Allen, Scott, & Lewis, 2013;
Blanchett, 2006; Fenning & Rose, 2007). By drawing attention to the historical
educational contexts Black families have experienced, educators gain a more informed
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perspective when examining the racism and classism that exist in their current realities
and impacts their lives and the education of their children.
The critique of liberalism is another important tenet within the CRT framework
because it directly opposes abstract liberalism and “calls on leaders to question and
critique liberal and progressive equity work that does not directly address systemic and
persistent racism” (Capper, 2015, p. 818). Critical race theorists articulate the importance
of breaking down dominant ideologies such as colorblindness and alleged equalopportunity policies with the goal of ultimately eradicating racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2014;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). For African American parents whose children are immersed
in an educational culture built on meritocracy and who often participate in school-centric
agendas framed as equity efforts (Guinier, 2015; see Ishimaru, 2019), these ideologies
put their children at risk of experiencing racism and inequity in their educational lives. To
be truly equitable, student achievement and family engagement ought to be measured in a
multitude of ways and recognize non-dominant forms of knowledge and capital (York et
al., 2015; Yosso, 2005).
Interest convergence is the strategic alignment of goals between dominant and
subordinate groups. When examining policies and practices historically it is evident that
the needs and wants of white people have taken precedent over the needs and wants of
people of color (Siddle-Walker, 2009). As such, CRT scholars maintain that laws and
policies geared toward the advancement of Black people are intended to serve the
interests of white people as demonstrated in Brown vs. Board of education, affirmative
action laws, and other legislative actions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings,
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1998). Since current education policy, funding, and reform are seeking to enhance family
and community partnerships (Epstein, 2005), it is an ideal time to create a new parentcentered understanding of engagement to affect change at the policy level. While it is
unfortunate that the progress of people of color is often dependent on the interests and
needs of white people, interest convergence is one political way to work towards
eradicating racism (Capper, 2015).
Community Cultural Wealth
The CCW model has been utilized in education as a way to view communities of
color in a “critical historical light” (Yosso & Burciaga, 2016, p. 2). As a counter
perspective to deficit understandings of Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory (Bourdieu,
1977), Yosso (2005) identified six forms of cultural capital that students with
marginalized identities utilize: aspirational, navigational, familial, linguistic, social, and
resistance. Yosso’s (2005) conceptions of the forms of CCW can be described as follows:
1. Navigational capital refers to the ability to navigate through oppressive and racist
spaces including educational institutions.
2. Aspirational capital recognizes the hopes, dreams, and plans students of color
maintain despite their present circumstances.
3. Linguistic capital includes the intellectual skills developed as a result of
communicating in multiple languages or different styles of languages.
4. Familial capital considers the knowledge and wisdom shared through families that
include community history, memory, and cultural intuition.
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5. Social capital focuses on the ways student of color utilize their networks, contacts,
and peer relationships to gain access into and thrive within educational and social
spaces.
6. Resistant capital refers to “those knowledges and skills fostered through
oppositional behavior that challenges inequality” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80).
Over the years, CCW has been used to frame a wide range of studies focusing on the
ways students and faculty of color experience and navigate the education system (see
Acevedo & Solórzano, 2021). For the purposes of this article, I use CCW to discuss the
ways throughout history, Black parents have utilized their cultural capital to provide
better educational futures for their children. Therefore, I employ CCW as both an
analytical lens and a theoretical frame in the exploration of Black family-school
relationships.
Lareau’s (1987) Historical Variations in Family-School Relationships
The discourse on parental engagement in the United States has drastically
transformed over the years. Lareau (1987) discussed at least three stages of family-school
interactions since the first compulsory school laws went into effect in the 1800s. The first
era operated during an agricultural time period through the transferring of services.
Parents made food and shelter provisions for teachers to receive education for their
children (Lareau, 1987). The second period of family-school connections was denoted by
mass-schooling, in which “parents provided political and economic support for the
selection and maintenance of school sites” (Lareau, 1987, p. 74). This time period was
marked by parents’ increased involvement in schools in regard to school activities and
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processes (Lareau, 1987). However, during this era, there was still a distinct separation
between parents and their children’s cognitive development (Hymes, 1953; Lareau,
1987). Finally, the third stage of family-school interactions was denoted by increased
parental involvement and educational monitoring in schools (Lareau, 1987). Parents
became more involved in the curriculum and their children’s learning. This change was
evident by the rising number of parent volunteers and the sustained presence of parents in
educational conversations, specifically about special education services (Lareau, 1987 as
cited by Berger 1983; Levy et al., 1974; Mehan et al., 1986). This shift in the
understanding of parent-school interactions led to an increased interest in parental
involvement as an area of scholarly exploration.
While Lareau’s account of school-family partnerships offers a rational overview
of parental engagement historically, it neglects to consider and incorporate the lived
experiences of Black people navigating educational partnerships before and after chattel
slavery. As other scholars have articulated (Edwards, 1993; Fields-Smith, 2005;
Reynolds, 2010), it is important that educators recognize the history and unique
experiences of Black parents to understand how to engage them in today’s educational
contexts.
Socio-Historical Contexts of Black Parent Engagement
To showcase a more inclusive understanding of African American parental
engagement, in the sections that follow I highlight critical historical events that have
shaped the Black parent experience. To summarize this history, in Figure 2.1, I present a
timeline of Black parent engagement in the United States based on my review of relevant
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literature. I utilized Google Scholar and I searched terms related to Black Parent
Engagement, African American Parental Engagement, African American School
Involvement. I selected articles that focused on African American engagement from an
asset-based perspective in alignment with CCW.
The graphic incorporates the historical context of each time period while
highlighting the strengths and values of Black parents’ overtime. Based on my review, I
created titles for each era that described the state of Black families and education within
that time period. While each time period is distinct, the residual impacts of each era are
present in our current educational realities, and they impact the ways in which Black
families currently engage with schools (Dixson et al., 2016). For example, although the
reconstruction period and the resurgence of Black education happened over 100 years
ago, the ability to mobilize and pool together resources to provide quality education for
students still exists within Black parents as evidenced by our activism and continuous
work within local schools and organizations (Fennimore, 2017; Latunde & Clark-Louque,
2016). Similarly, the impacts of the years of enslavement and limited access to
knowledge Black parents experienced over 400 years ago are still a part of our presentday lived experiences as we navigate through defunct educational processes and systems
to overcome racial achievement and opportunity gaps (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lee,
2002).
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Figure 2.1
Timeline of African American Parental Engagement

2019-Present:
The Time is
Now

1619-1865: Educated While Enslaved
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Context: Separation of
familial and cultural
norms due to
enslavement; Black
parents risking lives for
education; Education as
path to liberation;hidden
knowledge
Strengths: Resilience,
Determination, Courage,
Creativity
Values: Literacy
(Education), Liberation

1864-1954: Building an Educational Infrastructure
Context: Emancipation
Proclamation opened
doors to education;
Freedsman Aid's
Societies;
Strengths: Mobilization,
Organization,
Advocacy, Political
Power
Values: Shared
Responsibility,
Community

1955-1984: Navigating Integration
Context: Integration and
adaptation; Civil Rights
Movement Government
intervention to address
"poverty crisis"; Change
in educational research
questions";
Strengths: Activism,
Adaptation, Resistance
Values: Equality,
Family

1985-2004: The Shift Towards Parental
Involvement
2005-2019: Towards
Equitable
Context: Increased
Engagement

deficit narratives of
Blackparent
engagement; Family
structural changes;
American prison boom;
increased needs-based
programs and initiatives
Strengths:
Resourcefulness,
Resilience
Values: Education,
Family

Context: Expansion of
thought regarding
school-family
partnerships;
implementation and
reporting of equitable
practices

Context: COVID-19
and the recentering
of anti-black racism
in schools and media
create an
opportunity for
reimagining the
ways schools
function and how
parental engagement
is understood and
achieved.
Traits: Political
Power, Activism
Values: Education,
Justice, Joy

Strengths:Political
Power, Activism
Values: Education,
Justice,

Note. Timeline of African American Parental Engagement. This figure showcases a timeline of Black parent engagement between
1619 and the present day, highlighting the social contexts in addition to the strengths and values demonstrated by Black parents.

1619-1865: Educated while Enslaved
In 1619, when the privateers of the White Lion ship arrived in present-day
Virginia and sold over 20 Angolans into forced labor and enslavement, they initiated
centuries of chaos, pain and trauma for Africans and their future descendants (see
Gordon-Reed, 2018). While many Africans who were captured escaped or died during
their involuntary journey across the seas, it is estimated that over the next 250 years, over
300,000 Africans and their descendants were owned, traded, and sold as property in the
United States (Slavevoyages.org, 2020).
During this period of enslavement, education was prohibited for African
American children. On most plantations it was forbidden that enslaved people learn how
to read or write. Even so, Black people utilized their creativity and ingenuity or as Yosso
(2005) has called it, navigational wealth to learn the ways of the Western world to
survive. While they were not schooled in the same ways white children were, African
Americans shared a hidden education (Gundaker, 2007), learning lessons of cultural
understandings, literacy, and expressive practices. Thus, for Black families, this time
period positioned them as critical for survival and as one of the primary sources of
learning for Black children.
In the powerful book Self Taught, Heather Williams (2005) explained that groups
of enslaved people gathered at night learning all they could in secret places. She shared
historical narratives that showcase how Black children were instructed to eavesdrop to
listen and learn all they could by being cognizant of the white slave-owners around them.
Other accounts have described the ways in which enslaved parents risked their lives to
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learn how to read because they understood literacy as essential to their freedom (Gadsden
& Wagner, 1995; Fields-Smith, 2005). Therefore, enslaved children were for the most
part self-taught, with the only formal education they received coming from their parents
and their communities. As a whole, the historical research on this era showcases Black
parents’ commitment to learning against all odds and their ability to access navigational,
aspirational, linguistic, and resistant capital to ensure their children learned as much as
possible while demonstrating the ways they leveraged determination, strategy, creativity,
and resourcefulness in pursuit of education for them and their children.
When the Emancipation Proclamation was signed in 1863, it should have been a
turning point for the United States and the start of a new era. However, years later
thousands of enslaved people and free African Americans were still viewed and treated as
less than human (DeGruy Leary, 2005). This Western perspective of African Americans
helped fuel segregation and discrimination across the nation. Although slavery ended,
systems and structures were designed to keep the former white supremacist system in
place. These barriers kept many Black people from voting (Jones & Williams, 2018),
purchasing land (Copeland, 2013), and realizing the alleged American dream in the next
era.
1864-1954: Building an Educational Infrastructure
The end of the enslavement era opened up limited opportunities for Black people
to pursue formal education. Having been enslaved for centuries, education was the next
logical step for African Americans. Taking advantage of their newly found freedom
Black people began organizing and mobilizing to ensure their children would receive a
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quality education. In essence, the beginning of this era welcomed a surge of educational
activity for Black families and communities.
To open schools, Black parents shared resources and maintained an “it takes a
village” mindset (Fields-Smith, 2005; Loque & Latunde, 2014). Freed people who had
learned to read and write began using their social and political power to fight for
education (Williams, 2005) showcasing the power of social and linguistic capital (Yosso,
2005). This activism led to the creation of over 50 Freedman aid societies and ultimately
the Freedmen’s Bureau, a temporary bureau dedicated to the protection and advancement
of refugee freed people (Dubois, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Williams, 2005). These
initiatives prompted waves of northern teachers to relocate to the south to teach as
missionaries.
In addition to the social and political advocacy of Black parents, many Black men
leveraged their physical ability as a way to help build educational infrastructure within
their communities. Churches were donated to allow for school spaces and Black Union
Soldiers often returned to their former towns to volunteer their time, skill, and in some
cases money, working to build schoolhouses within Black communities (Williams, 2005).
At the same time, all across the country colleges were being built with the intent
to prepare and educate Black people. Now known as Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs), these institutions provided a path forward for Black people to
receive an education and engage in advocacy for the advancement of the Black
community. Discussing the history of the HBCU experience, Albittron (2012) wrote,
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the formal college education for most Blacks included learning
basic reading and math skills. In addition to offering basic
education skills, early HBCUs functioned as sites of resistance,
empowerment, and social uplift. During this period, access to
education liberated Blacks and enabled them to experience and to
understand the world in ways that once seemed unimaginable. (p.
313)
Formerly enslaved Black people were excited to learn how to read and write
demonstrating their resilience, commitment to learning, and use of resistant and
aspirational capital. (Anderson, 1988; Davis, 2007). Given these important educational
breakthroughs, overall, this time period was characterized by the talents, strengths,
advocacy, activism, and communal values of African American parents.
Although many African Americans were physically free and began entering
formal education settings, schools were still highly segregated. The landmark Plessy v.
Ferguson case ruled that schools should be separate but equal in 1896 (Plessy v.
Ferguson, 1896). Therefore, during this time period African Americans essentially led
and taught in their own schools, permitting Black parents to have great confidence in the
school system, and the Black leaders and teachers who were in care of their children
(Fields-Smith, 2005). Black parents maintained communal values and recognized their
individual and collective strengths. As such, despite the power orientations of the schoolfamily relationships in this era, Black parents had an established level of trust with the
educators in their children’s schools. This trust allowed them to easily participate and
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engage at the school when needed and defer to the expertise of the educational leaders
when necessary (Edwards, 1993; Fields-Smith, 2005; Siddle-Walker, 2000).
Even with their high levels of trust in schools, teachers, and principals, Black
parents remained heavily involved in the schooling of their children, further highlighting
the importance of education from their perspectives. They provided transportation to
school, became active in parent teacher associations (PTA), participated in fundraising
efforts, and advocated for resources and quality education for their children (Edwards,
1993; Fields-Smith, 2005). In fact, their continued agency towards their children’s
education ultimately led to Brown v. Board of Education, a critical case signaling the end
of legal segregation and the last of Lareau’s (1987) stages.
1955-1984: Navigating Integration
After nearly 250 years of slavery and 100 years of segregation, in 1954 the
Supreme Court determined that it was unconstitutional for schools to be separated on the
basis of race in the highly publicized Brown v. Board case. This was the beginning of a
long process towards the integration of schools in the United States. Studies have shown
that prior to Brown, African American families experienced positive relationships with
schools (Edwards, 1993; Fields-Smith, 2005; Mungo, 2013). These were relationships
built on trust and support (Fields-Smith, 2005), in contrast to the narratives of apathy and
lack of involvement discussed in more recent literature on parental engagement (AbdulAdil & Farmer, 2006; Thompson, 2003). While this precedent was determined in 1954,
most desegregation efforts did not begin until much later and they led to overall
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decreased school-family relationships for African Americans (Siddle-Walker, 2009).
Fields-Smith (2005) described the shift this way,
In segregated communities before the implementation of Brown v.
Board of Education, Black parents, teachers, principals, and
community leaders were bound by a common enemy and by a set of
common expectations. The village was a necessary unit that
buffered children from the oppression and discrimination that they
endured, thereby supporting their chances for success. (p. 132)
The increasing challenges Black families faced due to segregation and the
international attention on the Brown case spurred a civil rights movement across the
county. The Greensboro sit-in, the first group of 1961 Freedom Riders, and the bus
boycott movement have all been associated with Brown (Patterson, 2004). These pivotal
moments in African American history showcase the unrelenting determination and
resistant capital of Black families in their quests for liberation.
Ten years after Brown, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was passed. This legislation
included Title IV, which authorized the filing of school desegregation cases through the
federal government (Title IV of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C. § 2000d, et seq.).
In addition, Title VI of the act banned discrimination in all educational activities
receiving federal government funding (Title VI, 42 U.S.C. § 2000d, et seq.). This act was
a major turning point in the integration of schools, but even after its conception, many
schools remained segregated. By 1968, the majority of the schools in the south were still
segregated at disproportionate rates (Coleman, 1975). As a result of these integration
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efforts, many white families moved, which scholars now know only further exasperated
segregation between Black and white students in schools (Frankenberg et al., 2019;
Rothstein, 2015).
During these quickly changing times, Black families had to make important
decisions regarding their children’s education, accessing their navigational capital. Black
students who attended desegregated schools were likely to be mistreated and viewed from
a deficit perspective by school leaders, teachers, and students (Edwards, 1993; SiddleWalker, 2009). However, Black students who remained in segregated schools potentially
faced a sub-standard education because of the lack of resources and allocated funds
provided to their schools (Siddle-Walker, 1996). As African American teachers and
leaders across the country were pushed out of the education workforce (Tillman, 2004),
Black parents were left to reckon with the fact that their children would now likely be
taught by white teachers, (many of which were descendants of enslavers) that may not
have cared about the education or well-being of their children.
As schools continued to integrate throughout the country, the 1966 Coleman
report showed the devastating impacts of race and class on academic achievement based
on standardized tests scores. The report was commissioned as a part of the Civil Rights
Act and has since been widely scrutinized by the public for its underdeveloped methods
and claims that school resources had little impact on school achievement (Hill, 2017).
Even still, the findings changed the way education researchers approached questions of
academic achievement, schooling, race, and class (Hill, 2017), prompting more
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researchers to begin to explore the importance of parental influence on child
development.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) was one of the first of many social scientists to discuss the
impacts of parents and the environment on children. His work on child development
created a strong foundation for school-community relations, capturing the importance of
the environmental contexts of a child through ecological systems theory (1979;1992).
Specifically, he highlighted the importance of familial connections and their impact on
children through the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This work led to various
iterations of parental involvement theories and ushered us into an era of increased
accountability for parents, teachers, and schools in regard to school, family, and
community partnerships (Epstein, 1987; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995).
1985-2004: The Shift Towards Parental Involvement
In the early 1980s, as scholars continued to look for answers to explain the
persistent gaps in achievement between Black and white students, parental involvement
became a critical topic in education discourse. Epstein’s work on family school
connections (1985) set the foundation for the development of a framework for
understanding parental involvement in schools. She highlighted six types of involvement
including: assisting with parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,
decision making, and collaborating with the community (Epstein, 1995). She explained
how the family, the school, and the community overlap and how schools operate best
when the goals, mission, and responsibilities of these three contexts are aligned, which is
now a common understanding within the family engagement literature. (Epstein, 1995;

43

Baquedano-Lopez, Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013). Educational policies also began to
reflect refined values of parental involvement with the first iteration of the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) (Epstein, 2005).
Over the past few decades Epstein’s model has been helpful in providing a
foundational understanding of parent-school relationships. However, it has been
criticized for its one size fits all approach to parental involvement (Auerbach, 2007;
Crozier, 2001; Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020). Unfortunately, in the past some
scholars and practitioners have utilized the model to operationalize parental involvement
as a list of action items that parents can do to be considered “involved” parents
(Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 2007; Herrera, Porter, & Barko-Alva, 2020;
Pakter & Chen, 2013). These actions have included attending parent-teacher conferences,
curriculum nights, volunteering to chaperone for field trips, and participating in the
PTA—often leading perceptions of “good” parental involvement to be based on
proximity to white parent values (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013).
Despite its ground-breaking nature, the model neglected to specifically account
for race, class, and other cultural considerations, and therefore does not intentionally
address the needs and support the strengths of working-class African American parents.
However, Epstein has since included equity as a pivotal element of school, family, and
community partnerships (Epstein & Sheldon, 2016).
Other scholars have also noted equity concerns within the school, family,
partnerships literature (Barton et al., 2004; Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013; Bower &
Griffin, 2011; Cooper, 2009; Herrera, Porter, Barko-Alvo, 2020; Reynolds & Howard,
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2008). For example, Bower and Griffin (2011) questioned the ability of the parental
involvement model to work in schools with a large number of minoritized students and
students living in poverty noting that “traditional definitions of parental involvement
require investments of time and money from parents, and those who may not be able to
provide these resources are deemed uninvolved” (p. 78). Through their qualitative study
they examined parental involvement strategies from the perspective of the teachers. They
found that relationship building, advocacy, and efficacy, which are effective parental
involvement strategies for people of color and low-income families, were not a part of the
school’s parental involvement practices (Bower and Griffin, 2011). These findings
highlight the need for increased equity considerations in school, community, and family
partnerships.
To address these issues, many scholars began to move from limited views of
parental involvement toward the exploration of parental engagement which theoretically
accounts for race, class, and social status (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014; Barton et al.,
2004). The incongruency of the expectations for parent involvement had been muddied,
necessitating the need to depart from conceptualizations of parental involvement towards
parental engagement which encompasses more in-depth aspects of school, family, and
community partnerships.
Concurrently, during this era, many African American families experienced
changes in family structure. Between 1980 and 2000, Black men were sent to prison at
alarming rates (Blumstein & Beck, 1999). Major changes in policy and economics
influenced legislation to begin to move away from more restorative policies towards
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stricter law and order (Western & Wildeman, 2009). The impacts of these policy shifts
were evident, and they resulted in a prison boom unlike any other. Harsher punishments
for petty and drug-related crimes created paths to incarcerate Black and disadvantaged
men at much higher rates than their white counterparts. These sentences were not a result
of increased crime, in fact, low-income male youth were less involved with crime in 2000
than they were in 1980, but because of the criminal sentencing laws thousands more
Black men ended up in prison separating them from their children and families
(Alexander, 2012; Blumstein & Beck, 1999).
Understandably, for many Black families these increased encounters with the
justice system changed the ways parents and children interacted with each other and
potentially with schools. As Western & Wildeman (2009) asserted, “Just as incarceration
has become a normal life event for disadvantaged young black men, parental
incarceration has become commonplace for their children” (p. 235). Therefore, the
profound impacts of mass incarceration on working-class Black families and their
children are evident and critical in understanding the realities and perceptions of Black
parents in their children’s educational lives.
While the research on school, family, community partnerships grew tremendously
during this era, for African American parents, the hyper focus on school-oriented
involvement, racial academic achievement, and the rising number of Black families
impacted by mass incarceration led to increased narratives of poor parental involvement
and lack of engagement in their children’s education. As such, this time period was
characterized by increased research, initiatives, and internal and external programs
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intended to improve parenting practices and educate African American parents on how to
engage in their children’s learning rather than analyzing school policies, practices, and
procedures (Auerbach, 1995; See Ishimaru, 2019; Wright & Kim, 2020).
2005-2019: Towards a Theory of Equitable Engagement
By, the beginning of the twenty-first century the term parental engagement had
begun to dominate discourse, policy, literature, and practice, (Barton et al., 2004; Goodall
& Vorhaus, 2011; Ishimaru, 2014). Prior to this shift, there had been much confusion
regarding the nuances between parental involvement and parental engagement (Fan,
2001; Ferlazzo, 2011), prompting some scholars to use them interchangeably and study
them congruently (Jeynes, 2018). Ultimately, this confusion led scholars and practitioners
to clarify exactly what they meant by engagement and involvement leading to a more
concise understanding and application of the two terms. Generally, involvement refers to
actions taken by parents (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014) and engagement accounts for
equity concerns by centering the parents themselves (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013).
Goodall and Montgomery (2014) proposed a continuum to explain the understandings of
both parental involvement and engagement in the literature. They positioned parental
involvement in schools and parental engagement with children’s learning on opposite
ends of a spectrum with parental involvement placing most of the educational
responsibilities on the school and parental engagement as having agency and sharing
responsibilities with the school. Considering the colonial history of the United States,
these power orientations are critical to further our understanding of parental engagement
in African Americans.
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Since the evolution of our collective perception of involvement, scholars began to
move away from relegations of parental involvement and center parental engagement as a
primary goal of school, family, and community partnerships (Auerbach, 2007; Epstein,
2005; Goodall, 2013). As such, several studies began to highlight the ways African
American parents engaged in their children’s learning and consider their perspectives of
parental engagement (Cooper, 2009; Latunde & Clark-Louque, 2016; Marchland et al.,
2019; Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2016; Yull et al. 2018). For example, Latunde and
Clark-Louque (2016) explored strategies Black parents used to engage in their children’s
learning process by surveying 130 families of Black students. In addition to evidence that
Black parents were highly engaged in at-home learning support, communication with
schools, and provided access to expanded educational experiences, they found that the
parents mainly used culturally specific programs and their social interactions to engage in
their children’s learning experiences aligning with Yosso’s (2005) familial and social
forms of capital. Other studies continued to view the engagement of LIAPP from a deficit
lens, potentially causing them to miss important findings related to [Black] parent
engagement (see Goodall, 2021).
In addition to these shifts in the literature, school, family partnerships became a
highly politicized issue. With the election of the first Black president in 2008 came waves
of colorblind narratives that sought to disrupt hundreds of years of activism and progress
towards Black liberation (Bonilla-Silva & Dietrich, 2011; Wise, 2010). The Great
Recession of 2007 further exasperated inequities between Black and white people
increasing the wealth gap (Kochar, Fry, and Taylor, 2011), disproportionately impacting
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the labor market (Ume & Williams, 2018), and raising health risks (Chen, Miller, Yu, &
Brody, 2016).
During this era, we also experienced a surge of technology and access to
information via social media and the internet. The increased visibility of heinous,
murderous acts targeted at Black people caused a heightened awareness of the inequities
Black families face in schools and institutions, reigniting the activism, mobilization and
organization Black families engaged in decades ago. The 2012 murder of then, 17 -yearold, Trayvon Martin by George Zimmerman sparked the Black Lives Matter movement,
an abolitionist movement for freedom, liberation, and justice (Chase, 2017). Some
politicians attempted to use the movement as an opportunity to push forward political
agendas helming equity as the primary purpose (see Taylor, 2016). Unfortunately, despite
the wide range of school policy efforts implemented, engagement processes and practices
continued to remain associated with white, middle-class norms (Auerbach, 2012;
Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2017). Therefore, for Black parents, this time period was
characterized by increased attention on disparities, yet unfulfilled promises of equity and
justice.
While Lareau (1987) and Woods (2020) contended that this third stage of familyschool interactions is where we currently stand in the educational climate, I argue that we
are at the cusp of a fourth stage as a result of the political nature of school-community
relations being centered in mainstream society. Since education scholars began to note
the importance of parental involvement and engagement in schools, we have seen major
shifts in school-community relationship policies. These policies call for deliberate efforts

49

to develop collaborative partnerships between Black families and schools. Many of the
initiatives created to improve outcomes for children are deficit oriented and they discount
the inherent parenting wisdom and cultural wealth that caregivers have and have
demonstrated throughout history (Auerbach, 2007; Ishimaru et. al., 2016). Moreover,
these initiatives have not decentered middle-class white norms and prioritized the voices
of Black parents. Therefore, in the words of the civil rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer,
“the time is now,” for educational institutions and leaders to listen and act upon the
voices of Black parents to transform the school experience for Black families.
2019-Present: The Time is Now
While in recent years scholarship has moved towards identifying more inclusive
and equitable forms of engagement (Epstein et al., 2018; Goodall, 2018; Ishimaru, 2019;
Mapp, Carver, & Lander, 2017), the COVID-19 pandemic has brought a slew of changes
to school practices, policies, processes, and procedures. Since 2020, early data has
emerged showing the potential impact of this disruption in learning for students (Grooms
& Childs, 2021; Kuhfield et al., 2020). For Black students—who in many cases are
behind based on standardized measures of achievement—this pandemic could prove even
more detrimental, further exasperating academic achievement and opportunity gaps based
on race and socioeconomic status (Agostinelli et al., 2022).
The impacts of the global pandemic coupled with the increasing international
attention on the police murders of Black people in the United States (e.g., Breonna
Taylor, George Floyd, Daunte Wright), created a unique context for Black parents
preparing to send their children back to school in person after months of virtual
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schooling. Indeed, for many Black parents the school closures provided an opportunity to
explore non-traditional schooling options including remaining in virtual school,
homeschooling, or innovating community solutions, further demonstrating Black parents’
continued commitment to education in the present day. For example, over the past ten
there has been an increase in homeschooling and cooperative school environments for
Black parents (Mazama & Lundy, 2015). For Black parents, homeschooling offers an
opportunity to customize the schooling experience, create educational spaces that affirm
Blackness and engage in what Fields-Smith and Williams (2009) declared as “possibly
the most extreme form of parent involvement” (2009, p. 370). During the pandemic, there
was a noticeable increase in families who chose to homeschool their children, particularly
among Black low-income families (Musaddiq et al., 2021). While there is no conclusive
evidence of the reasons for this shift, I consider homeschooling during the pandemic as,
yet another form of resistance Black families demonstrated to insulate their children from
the micro and macro aggressions experienced in schools, highlighting their commitment
to education.
Another response Black parents had to restrictions during the pandemic was to
leverage their community networks and resources to create educational experiences in
new ways. One example is Gather School in Decatur, GA. Gather is a forest school
community for children ages 3-10 led by two Black women. The curriculum is guided by
three principles: anti-bias/anti-racism, forest education—encouraging a positive
relationship between the child and the natural environment, and gentle parenting (Gather,
2022). Other collaborative school communities or micro schools as they have been called
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in major news outlets have been popping up across the United States (see Bauld, 2022;
State Policy Network, 2021). While Carpenter and Dunn (2020) have suggested that the
surge in these homeschool communities is temporary and that they are only utilized by a
small number of families, these community-based schooling options are reminiscent of
the Freedman’s Schools in the 1800s which provided Black families the opportunity to
pool resources and organize for the sake of their children. In the same way, these schools
have the potential to transform educational realities for Black families and students.
In addition to expanded schooling options, many community-based organizations
have continued to support Black parents in liberation and advocacy efforts. Parenting for
Liberation is a community dedicated to “cultivating resilient and joyful Black families
that are doing the healing work to interrupt historical traumas and intergenerational
violence, dismantle harmful narratives about the Black family, and create community that
amplifies Black girl magic and Black boy joy” (Parenting for Liberation, 2022). Another
non-profit organization, Village of Wisdom, headquartered in Durham, NC seeks to
“support family organizing and advocacy entities working to eliminate racial injustice in
schools” (Village of Wisdom, 2022). At the height of the pandemic, the organization
conducted a study in which they explored Black parents’ dreams during the COVID
crisis, finding that even in these trying times, Black parents reported fewer disciplinary
issues and seeing their children more focused and engaged in learning during their time in
virtual school (Barrie et al., 2021). Indeed, in my own research I found that many Black
mothers welcomed the challenges of COVID-19, knowing that their children were safe,
staying out of trouble, and performing well in school while at home (Harrington,
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forthcoming). These insights provide further evidence of Black families engaging in their
children’s education in non-traditional ways.
Despite disproportionate instances of death, serious illness, or complications due
to Covid-19 (Reyes, 2019), during the pandemic, Black families have —as they have
throughout history—demonstrated their resilience and ability to thrive amidst uncertainty
(see Stamps et al., 2021). In addition, the extended school closures of 2020 offered
critical insight into ways educators might reimagine schooling in the twenty-first century
to prioritize Black families, creating an opportunity for school and system level leaders to
innovate and build transformative communities of Black parents to advance student
learning. Therefore, I assert that it is a critical time in history for Black parents; and for
the institutions and educators who serve them—it is a time to listen.
Conclusion
Although research on the involvement and engagement of African American
parents has existed for decades (Epstein, 1985; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997), there
have been limited studies connecting Black parent engagement to a greater historical
context—particularly in light of recent changes related to parental engagement and the
COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the purpose of this conceptual article was to highlight
important historical contexts that help explain the current state of Black parent
engagement. Framed by CRT and CCW, I described historical events and literature that
led us to our current state of Black parent engagement which is often mischaracterized as
a state of apathy rather than a state of rightful mistrust. The history of racism and the
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impacts it has had on Black families were evident across each era, highlighting the
endemic nature of racism.
While individual factors in relation to families and communities are critical, I
provide this article in hopes that it will lay a foundation for future researchers interested
in exploring the impacts of the lived experiences of Black parents on their engagement.
Therefore, in closing, I offer recommendations and implications for scholars and
practitioners who seek to further engage with this body of work.
Recommendations for Practitioners
1. School leaders should make concerted efforts to engage Black parents in ways
that honor both their humanity and history. Specifically, school leaders must take
an asset-based perspective when working with Black families to recognize and
cultivate the strengths and modes of engagement Black parents have demonstrated
in the past and continue to demonstrate in present-day educational contexts.
2. Understanding the sociocultural context of the parents and families school leaders
serve is foundational to building equitable school-family partnerships. As such,
educational leadership preparation programs may take special care to prioritize
socio-cultural histories and educational foundations within the curriculum and/or
coursework.
3. Prioritize understanding community histories and listening to the lived
experiences of Black parents to rebuild trust with Black families who have been
harmed by educational injustices over the years. Offering programmatic solutions
without fully understanding the contexts and backgrounds from which families
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enter schools from may further exasperate division between Black parents and
schools.
4. School districts and state level legislators should seek opportunities to expand
schooling options for families. Specifically, hybrid models of learning and
education in partnership with community organizations may be particularly useful
for Black families.
Implications for Research
1. Redistribute power to Black families by centering their voices and lived
experiences in educational research. In particular, the use of qualitative methods
will help illuminate the realities of Black parents, creating the opportunity to
participate in the retelling of their own narratives.
2. Include Black families in the knowledge creation process by utilizing community
engaged research methodologies. The use of research approaches like communitybased participatory research, critical participatory action research, and newer
methodological frameworks like solidarity driven co-design (Ishimaru et al.,
2018) are especially encouraged to explore Black parent engagement given their
ability to upend top-down power orientations present in school-family
relationships.
3. In the future, researchers may consider investigating the following topics:
empirical connections between Black parent engagement and past educational
experiences; building and/or repairing trust in Black parent-school partnerships;
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the impacts of COVID-19 on Black parent engagement, diverse modes of
schooling for Black families, and the CCW of Black Parents.

Amidst a variety of frameworks and understandings about Black parent
engagement, what is clear is that equitable family engagement practices for Black
families require the centralization of the lived experiences of Black parents and the
decentralization of white middle-class family values. In the current socio-political
educational climate, an opportunity lies before us to demand the voices of Black parents
be heard and acted upon. As scholars and school leaders strive to center the experiences
of Black parents, they must advocate and demand that policy makers respond
accordingly.
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CHAPTER THREE
GETTING TO THE ‘GOOD STUFF’: COUNTERNARRATIVES OF SCHOOL
ENGAGEMENT FROM LOW-INCOME AFRICAN AMERICAN PARENTS
Abstract
Parental engagement is recognized in policy, practice, and scholarship as a critical factor
in relation to academic achievement. While the central understandings of equitable
engagement are shifting, majoritarian narratives often depict low-income African
American parents as disengaged and apathetic towards their children’s learning and
education. Through an asset-based lens of community cultural wealth I present a
counternarrative based on the experiences of seven Black working-class parents who
were engaged in their children’s learning in non-traditional ways, demonstrating the need
to expand mainstream conceptions of parental engagement. I conclude with
recommendations for school leaders and scholars to increase equitable engagement
opportunities for Black parents.

Keywords: Community Cultural Wealth; Parental Engagement; Counternarrative; Black
Parents; School, Family, Community Partnerships
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Introduction
“All the stuff that we've got inside of us—the good stuff—because we've
got good stuff in us, and put it in our babies, and all the babies can know,
you know what I'm saying?”
—Parent Participant
The epigraph above from a Black working-class, single mother and participant in
this study, draws attention to the inherent gifts that Black parents and children possess.
She described the ways Black students are often mishandled in schools and called for
educators and parents to acknowledge and cultivate the cultural assets that Black children
have when they enter the education system. She, like many other participants, recognized
that despite various attempts to discredit and dishonor the cultural and social value of
African Americans, years of survival, resilience, and success despite unthinkable
circumstances is evidence of “the good stuff” that is at work within us. As educational
leaders across the United States continue to work towards equity and inclusion across
institutions, it is critical that we prioritize the experiences of Black families and center the
“good stuff” in our educational praxis.
For decades, parental engagement has been identified as a critical aspect of
academic achievement thereby revealing its potential to close longstanding racial and
socioeconomic achievement and opportunity gaps (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes,
2016; LaRoque et al., 2011). While narratives of low-income African American parent
(LIAAP) disengagement pervade literature and practice, there is a limited number of
studies that explore the ways Black parents engage in their children’s middle school
educational experiences from an asset-based perspective (see Archer-Banks & BeharHorenstein, 2008; Cooper, 2009; Howard & Reynolds, 2008). It is important to
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distinguish here that my discussion of parents extends beyond biological relationships
and is defined based on level of care, responsibility, and proximity to the child. While the
intersections of race and class do present some obvious barriers to African American
engagement (i.e. time constraints, childcare costs, negative teacher perceptions),
neglecting to prioritize and honor the ways Black parents do engage with their children
may lead to problems for school leaders attempting to create opportunities for equitable
family engagement practices. To bridge this gap in understanding the ways Black parents
engage in their children’s educational experiences, I engaged in a qualitative research
study to understand the engagement experiences of LIAAP. Therefore, in this study I set
out to share the experiences of seven LIAAP (and parent figures) by presenting a
counternarrative based on their collective experiences and to answer the research
question: In what ways do Black parents engage in their children’s learning?
Framed by critical race theory (CRT) and analyzed through the lens of community
cultural wealth (CCW) this study was designed to showcase the ways LIAAP remain
engaged and involved in their children’s education. To understand the Black parent
engagement experience and contextualize it through an asset-based perspective,
educational leaders must first understand the history of African Americans and the ways
that this history impacts their present-day engagement. Therefore, as a point of departure
for this study, in the next section I provide a brief history of African American
disenfranchisement and the deficit narratives it has given rise to.
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African American Disenfranchisement and Deficit-Based Narratives
Deficit-based narratives of Black children and families have been a longstanding
part of educational discourse (Menchaca, 1997). Indeed, Davis and Museus (2019) have
argued that throughout the literature, conceptualizations of deficit thinking have included
“a blame the victim orientation, a grounding in larger complex systems of oppression, a
pervasive and often implicit nature, and effects that reinforce hegemonic systems” (p.
121). As such understanding the history of disenfranchisement African Americans have
faced is critical to unveil the layers of deficit thoughts and patterns about Black parents
that plague the education system.
After Africans were kidnapped, enslaved, and forcefully separated from their
relatives beginning in the 1400s, their families and generational existence was forever
changed. Not only were they forbidden to learn how to read (Ladson-Billings, 2006;
Williams, 2005), but they were forced to navigate new lives in a place where their
languages, community networks, and ancestral wisdom had no value. Some of the earliest
arguments for the justification of slavery come from non-factual studies claiming that
Black people were an inferior race because their brains were smaller than those of white
people (Menchaca, 1997).
Even after the “official” ending of slavery in the United States in 1865, African
Americans still faced unfathomable realities. With essentially no resources, no family
networks, and no way back to their homelands, many families were left with no option
but to remain enslaved as indentured servants or sharecroppers (Horton, 1999). Despite
the 1868 repeal of the 3/5 compromise—the law stating 3/5 of the population of enslaved
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people would be counted for taxation purposes and representation in Congress—Black
people were still considered by many Westerners as less than human, paving the way for
hundreds of years of segregation and discrimination across the country (Menchaca,
1997). Over time, systems and structures were put in place across all sectors to uphold
white supremacy and limit the advancement of the collective Black race (Feagin, 2013).
In 1954, when Brown v. Board of Education was passed into legislation, Black
families experienced significant shifts in all aspects of their lives. By the 1960s the U.S.
government prioritized eradicating poverty in the public eye by creating a variety of new
social welfare programs, including Title 1—a federally funded program entitling
additional funding to schools with high percentages of low-income families. With these
new waves of reforms and the continued pressure to integrate, there was a shift in the
power and agency Black parents had in their children’s education. Desegregation led to
the forceful removal of thousands of Black teachers and principals and negatively
impacted the school experience for many Black families (Edwards, 1993; Fields-Smith,
2005). Schools that were once trusted institutions by Black families became part of the
racist system Black parents worried about sending their children into (see Siddle-Walker,
2000).
Today, while many formal laws that perpetuate racism have been eradicated,
Black families still live in a white supremacist society, and still experience explicit and
implicit racism, poverty, and discrimination (see Caldera 2020; Marchand et al., 2019).
The residue and permanent scars of the institution of slavery show up in our thoughts, our
actions, and our struggles as we and are forced to reckon with our histories and our
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families being disbanded by the hands of white men (DeGruy Leary, 2005; Wilkins et al.,
2012). For Black people seeking to assimilate to Western culture the “double
consciousness” they experience may make it difficult to navigate U.S. institutions or on a
broader scale, achieve the alleged “American dream” (see DuBois, 2018).
The historical disenfranchisement of African American families has stark
implications for our present-day reality. In the education system alone, African American
students face greater chances than any race of being suspended from school (Yang,
2009), being diagnosed with an emotional/behavioral disorder and receiving special
education services (Patton, 1998), or being held back a grade (Adams et al., 2012). This
history of negative experiences has led to a plethora of academic opportunity and
achievement gaps while fueling widespread deficit narratives about Black children and
families.
The shift from a deficit-based orientation to an asset-based perspective requires
recognizing and centering the lived experiences of African Americans—which includes
understanding the material ways racism and classism have produced barriers and
challenges in their educational experiences (Davis & Museus, 2019). For LIAAP, these
challenges have also presented themselves in regard to school-based engagement, further
contributing to the deficit narratives of apathy and disengagement that currently exist
regarding Black parents.
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Barriers and Challenges Related to LIAAP Parent Engagement
In efforts to understand the engagement experiences of LIAAP, educational
leaders must also take note of the potential challenges that racism and classism present to
white-centric measures of parental engagement. For example, Hornby and Lafaele (2011)
identified several barriers to parental involvement that include class, ethnicity/race,
gender, and the current life context of the parent(s). Ultimately, they determined that the
barriers to effective parental involvement are individual parent and family factors, child
factors, parent-teacher factors, and societal factors. With that in mind, it is reasonable to
assert that LIAAP may experience difficulties in the engagement of their children’s
education because of their marginalized race and social class identities. Similarly, Hayes
(2011) noted family structure, socioeconomic status, educational aspirations, and
perceptions of teacher support as barriers to parental involvement.
Other scholars have suggested there are additional barriers to LIAAP engagement.
For example, Williams & Sanchez (2011) found that African American parents may face
barriers such as time poverty, lack of access, lack of financial resources and lack of
awareness. These findings are consistent with those of Lareau (2003) and Cooper &
Crosnoe (2007) who recognized the impact of socioeconomic status on school
engagement. .
Another area that has been explored related to barriers of engagement is parents’
perceptions of the school and their activities. Diamond and Gomez (2004) noted the
criticality of social class and parents’ perceptions of schools. They suggested that
educational environments inform the parents’ educational orientations which impacts the
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ways they navigate within and outside of schools. They found that African American
middle-class parents were more likely to use their capital to make choices about their
children’s school selection while working-class African American parents tended to send
their children to school’s they were assigned to. The findings from this study reiterated
the importance of intersectionality and studying the impacts of race and class
simultaneously.
Exploring the experiences of LIAAP draws out the complexities of the
intersections between parenting, race, and class. As such, a theoretical framework that
attended to these concepts while maintaining an asset-based perspective was critical in
the development of this study.
Theoretical Framework
This study was undergirded by the theoretical understandings of CRT and CCW.
The CRT movement is guided by activists and scholars to transform conditions for
African Americans by exploring the relationships between race, racism, and power
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Informed by CRT, the CCW model offers a poignant
example of distinct forms of capital that are specific to Communities of Color. When
taken together CRT and CCW provide an asset-based lens in which we can further
conceptualize and analyze Black parent engagement.
Critical Race Theory
CRT is a powerful attempt at a theoretical understanding of race and racism in the
United States. Born out of the legal work regarding segregation against Black people
during the Civil Rights movement, CRT has stood the test of time and has proven to be a
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necessary framework in the field of education (Ladson-Billings, 1998). CRT scholars
acknowledge that race is a social construction that is used to obtain and direct power, and
racism is a system that discriminates and prejudices against people with marginalized
racial identities and assigns power based on race. CRT gives educational scholars the
theoretical backbone to examine race and racism through an empirical lens. While there
are multiple understandings and applications of CRT, most critical scholars contend that
there are at least five underlying tenets (Solórzano & Yosso, 2000). In this study, I center
the normalcy of racism, intersectionality, experiential knowledge, and the critique of
abstract liberalism as foundational lenses to examine the parental engagement of LIAAP.
Intersectionality. Intersectionality creates the space for people to exist and
theorize between multiple identities. Delgado & Stefancic (2017) define intersectionality
as “an examination of race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation and how
their combination plays out in various settings” (p. 58). More specifically,
intersectionality examines multiple forms of inequality and how they intersect with
racism (Crenshaw, 1995; Gillborn, 2015). In this study, I specifically focused on the
intersection of race and class in LIAAP. Social class refers to the “division of a society
based on social and economic status” (Oxford Languages, n.d., Definition of social class
in English). Examining race and class simultaneously allowed me to gain a more in-depth
understanding of the complex experiences of LIAAP.
Although I centered race and class in this study, I recognize that other parts of the
participants’ identities (religion, gender, sexual preference, etc.) had an impact on their
shared experiences. Foregrounding intersectionality allowed me to name those

76

intersections as they emerged. While LIAAP are often criticized in the literature for their
lack of parent involvement (Abdul-Adil & Farmer, 2006; Trotman, 2001), in the past,
parental involvement and engagement were mostly defined by schools and school leaders
in power (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Consequently, the majoritarian narratives that
constructed what was considered parental involvement did not include the lived
experiences of LIAAP.
Experiential Knowledge. Another tenet of CRT is experiential knowledge. CRT
scholars theorize that highlighting Black voices and sharing their stories may be used to
deconstruct racism in scholarship (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In a seminal piece on the use
of CRT in education Ladson-Billings (1998) noted,
The use of voice or “naming your reality” is a way that CRT links form and
substance in scholarship. CRT scholars use parables, chronicles, stories,
counterstories, poetry, fiction, and revisionist histories to illustrate the false
necessity and irony of much of current civil rights doctrine. (p. 13)
In this way, using one’s voice can aid in the psychic preservation of African
Americans, affect the oppressor urging them to change, and honor the realities socially
constructed by every individual (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In this study, I brought forth
stories and counterstories of marginalized African American parents whose voices have
mostly been silent within the parental engagement literature.
Counterstorytelling. Critical race theorists aim to tell counterstories to combat
false narratives and highlight the importance of individual stories and experiences that
recognize the layered identities of individuals. Counterstorytelling is a unique way of
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telling stories that centers the experiences of marginalized people whose stories are not
often shared. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) stated, “The counter-story is also a tool for
exposing, analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilege. Counterstories can shatter complacency, challenge the dominant discourse on race, and further
the struggle for racial reform” (p. 32). As such, the narratives found in this study will act
as counterstories, deconstructing deficit narratives found in the discourse on LIAAP.
Community Cultural Wealth
CCW provides a critical response to Bourdieu’s (1977) explanation of capital
described by Barton and colleagues as “the human, social, and material resources one has
access to and can activate for their own desired purposes” (p. 5). Bourdieu’s discussion of
capital ushered in a new wave of considerations for understanding social contexts
however, his conceptions of social, economic, and cultural capital center white middleclass culture as the norm (Yosso, 2005). He neglected to include and account for the
experiences of people of color who historically have had limited access to formal
schooling and family ties. Therefore, by Bordieuan standards, African Americans would
have been limited in their ability to reproduce capital. Yosso’s model of community
cultural wealth challenges and refines Bourdieu’s conception of capital, offering
navigational, aspirational, linguistic, familial, resistance, and social as additional forms
capital that recognize the histories and gifts of communities of Color.
1. Navigational. Navigational capital refers to the skills needed to move through
social institutions and systems (Yosso, 2005). To survive, African Americans
have had to learn to operate in ways that satisfy current social structures.
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2. Aspirational. Aspirational capital is “The ability to maintain hopes and dreams
for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (Yosso, 2005, p.77).
3. Linguistic. Linguistic capital is the use of communication skills and intelligence
as a result of being exposed to multiple languages or styles (Yosso, 2005).
4. Familial. Yosso (2005) describes familial capital as “Cultural knowledge
nurtured among families that carry a sense of community history, memory and
cultural intuition.” (p. 79).
5. Resistant. Resistant capital is gained through experiences of displaying
“oppositional behavior that challenges inequality” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80).
6.

Social. This form of capital points to social networks and the ways in which
people identify and use community resources (Yosso, 2005).
These aspects of CCW help derive a more complete picture of how parents can

enact different forms of capital to engage in their children’s education. Placing the
emphasis on these underrecognized forms of capital allows us to view LIAAP from an
asset-based perspective and create parental engagement policies and practices that center
families rather than schools—as has been done historically.
Methods
In this study, I challenged prevailing deficit narratives of Black parents by
seeking counterstories of parental engagement from LIAAP. Drawing from a larger
research study, I utilized critical race methodology to construct a counternarrative of
LIAAP engagement.
Methodological Approach
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Over the years, scholars have worked towards advancing a critical race
methodology (e.g., Malagon et al., 2009; Mensah, 2019; Solórzano &Yosso, 2002; see
Dixson & Anderson, 2018). Solórzano and Yosso (2002) offered that, “critical race
methodology in education offers a way to understand the experiences of people of color
along the educational pipeline” (p. 36). As I approached this study from a
phenomenological, community-based perspective, understanding the parental
engagement experiences of LIAAP was my primary goal. As such, I utilized the collected
interview data from seven participants to construct a counternarrative of parental
engagement for LIAAP. The counternarrative provides a backdrop steeped in the lived
experiences of Black parents that actively opposes mainstream narratives of white
middle-class norms that often place school-centered activities as focal points of parental
engagement.
Solórzano and Yosso (2002) acknowledged at least four ways counternarratives
are used:
(a) They can build community among those at the margins of society
by putting a human and familiar face to educational theory and
practice, (b) they can challenge the perceived wisdom of those at
society’s center by providing a context to understand and
transform established belief systems, (c) they can open new
windows into the reality of those at the margins of society by
showing possibilities beyond the ones they live and demonstrating
that they are not alone in their position, and (d) they can teach
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others that by combining elements from both the story and the
current reality, one can construct another world that is richer than
either the story or the reality alone. (p. 36)
For the purposes of this study, I constructed a composite counternarrative drawing
on various forms of data to illuminate the engagement strategies of LIAAP. In addition to
the experiences presented by participants, I used my “cultural intuition” as a guide
integrating my experiences and aspects of the overall analytical process in the creation of
the counternarrative (Delgado Bernal, 1998). A counternarrative then is not based on
fiction, but intends to “recount the racialized, sexualized, and classed experiences of
people of color” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 33).
Data Sources
The composite counternarrative I present in the next major section draws from (a)
seven 60–90-minute semi-structured interviews with LIAAP, (b) two 90–120-minute
focus groups with the same group of parents, (c) the existing literature on Black parent
engagement, (d) my professional experiences as a teacher, (d) my personal experiences as
a parent and, (e) local news and information from media outlets to help place the data in
appropriate regional sociopolitical contexts.
Researcher Positionality
Given the centrality of the lived experience in CRT and the use of “cultural
intuition” throughout the analytical process, revealing my positionality is a critical aspect
of this research (see Delgado Bernal, 1998; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002. I began this work
as a Black, low-income, first-time mother in a full-time doctoral program. My prior
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teacher and leadership experiences within a large urban school district guided my
research interests in understanding Black parents and their engagement with their
children’s learning. In addition, my childhood experiences growing up in a home in
which both my parents were engaged in my education in both traditional and nontraditional ways helped shape my perspectives on Black parent engagement prior to this
study.
Research Setting and Participants
This research was conducted in a midwestern state in the United States between
March 2021 and October 2021. Given the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, all
interviews and focus groups were conducted virtually via Zoom. There were seven total
participants representing two middle schools from two disparate districts. One of the school
districts was located in a rural setting, and the other school district was located in an urban
area. Both schools served primarily low-income students of color and had been working
towards improving student achievement for several years. All of the participants were
women who identified as Black and whose children received free or reduced lunch. Table
3.1 identifies the characters within the counternarrative based on my reinterpretations of
participants in the study.
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Table 3.1
Demographic Data of Participant Characters in the Counternarrative
Name

Number of Children
Attending X
1

Relationship to
Child(ren)
Biological Mother

Ms. Esther
Grossley

2

Biological Maternal
Grandmother

Single

Kia Washington

2 (Twins)

Biological Mother

Single

Andrea Williams 3

Stepmother

Married

Grace Howard

2

Biological Mother

Married

Shakayla
Gulledge

1

Biological Mother

Single

Angelique Lowe

1

Aunt/Adopted Mother

Single

Tiara Jones

Marital Status
Single, Living
with Partner

Data Collection
I began the data collection process by consulting the literature bases on LIAAP
engagement to develop an appropriate interview protocol. I conducted three pilot
interviews with three Black parents from school districts not undertaken in this study.
These interviews led to the clarification of some questions as well as the addition of
several new questions related to family composition and the implementation of parenting
practices. Given the complexities of the COVID-19 pandemic, recruitment happened on a
rolling basis and lasted seven months. Participants were recruited mainly by word of
mouth through gatekeepers— “people who can help or limit researcher’s access to the
field” (Ruane, 2016, p. 211). 13 people completed the initial demographic survey, three
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were ineligible and three failed to respond to email or phone communication after
completing the survey. Of the thirteen respondents, only two men completed the initial
demographic survey, but they were unable to participate. As such, seven women from
two disparate school districts were interviewed as a part of this study. The individual
interviews included questions about parenting experiences, school experiences, and
experiences with school leadership. For example, I asked, what have your experiences
with public education been like; what are your educational hopes/goals for your child;
and how can school leaders create more opportunities of parental engagement for you? In
alignment with community-based research methods, the individual interviews were also
used as a way to develop questions for the focus groups. Two virtual focus groups were
conducted on Zoom with six of the seven parents. Both individual and focus group data
were used in the development of this counternarrative, and individual and focus group
interview protocols can be found in appendices C and D, respectively.
Data Analysis
In line with CRT analytical methods, I analyzed these data using critical race
methodology. First, I used rev.com to transcribe the data collected in the interviews and
focus groups. I then corrected the transcripts by rewatching more than ten hours of
interviews and addressing any inconsistencies between the video recordings and the
transcripts. I also noted any physical cues that were not mentioned in my interview notes.
Next, I read through nearly 320 pages of transcripts from all the interviews and focus
groups to ensure familiarity with the data. Then, I revisited a collection of literature on
Black parent engagement drawing connections between the literature, the data, and my
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personal and professional experiences. I then reread through the transcripts engaging in a
process of inductive coding labeling important text with codes and later identifying
themes based on those codes (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). I identified cultural
affirmation/representation, access to expanded choices and opportunities, parent dreams,
past educational experiences, and the relationship between trust and care as emerging
themes; I discuss those elsewhere (Harrington, forthcoming). Finally, I reread each
transcript individually using the aspects of CCW (linguistic, aspirational, navigational,
social, familial, and resistant) as a priori codes. I indicated these themes using color
coded sticky notes. I entered the respective data and codes into a table using an Excel
spreadsheet. Finally, I began to construct the counternarrative based on the data,
frequently referring to the notes drawn based on the literature, my reflexivity journal, and
interview notes. I took special care to pay attention to each participants’ data individually
and collectively to reconstruct each composite character with integrity while bringing
forth the shared viewpoints of participants.
After the characters were developed, I sought to engage them in critical dialogue
to tell a story. Utilizing local news stories and recent events, I conceptually placed the
characters in a realistic context allowing dialogue to emerge from between the characters.
As Amalia and colleagues (2015) asserted, “its [dialogue] focus is learning and learning
leads to new understandings about the stories of individuals and groups, which in turn
can lead to re-storying and multivocal interpretations” (p. 162). Therefore, in my telling
of this narrative, dialogue acts as a central means to revealing the underlying motives,
thoughts, and feelings of the participants within this study. In addition, the dialogue in
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this counternarrative is similar to the conversations held between participants’ (and the
researcher) during the focus groups. In these revealing conversations, participants
allowed each other space to share their individual experiences while highlighting both
similar and differing perspectives.
Collectively, the participant narratives gathered through this research process
brought forth evidence that despite difficult circumstances, participating in their
children’s educational experiences was a critical part of parents’ lives. In the next section,
I present the counternarrative and describe the participants as I have reconstructed them.
Whenever possible, I used real quotes from the interviews and focus groups to maintain
authenticity throughout the text.
The Counternarrative
It was 7:13PM and the sun was beginning to set. Principal Glover stood in the
front of the cafeteria smiling as parents entered and sat down at the carefully placed
round tables. He looked down at his watch expectant that more of the parents he called
over the weekend would arrive soon. As a first-year African American principal in a
predominately Black school, he felt the stakes were high. This was his community and
having grown up in the area, he felt a strong sense of commitment to the students and
their families. As he prepared to get started, he looked up and noticed a poster on the
back wall with an African proverb on it that read: “If you want to go fast, go alone; if you
want to go far, go together.” In an instant he was reminded of his why—journeying
towards educational equity for Black students required fostering authentic relationships
with families, so during his first year, that was his primary goal. Just then, his former
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high school classmate Tiara Jones walked in with her newborn baby. He gave her an
enthusiastic nod and began his introduction, “Welcome, Freedom School Family, thank
you for coming….”
As Tiara searched for a seat hurriedly, Esther beckoned her to come join her.
Esther was the biological grandparent and guardian of two children attending Freedom
Middle School. She was a longstanding community member whose own biological
children had attended the school since pre-K. She was an elementary classroom volunteer
who regularly attended district board meetings. Unfortunately, her daughter recently died
from complications of COVID-19 at the age of 34. Since she had already been a strong
system of support for her daughter in regard to childcare, it was a natural transition for
her to take on full-time care of the two children.
Tiara sat down quickly and said,
TIARA: “Hey Ms. Esther, I’m sorry if he cries, I wasn’t going to bring him but
somebody at his daycare had COVID.”
MS. ESTHER: “It’s okay honey, just get on in here, I hear this new principal really cares
about these kids. Lord knows they need more Black male role models up here.”
TIARA: “Yeah, I actually went to school with him; I’m sure he’ll be really good. It’s so
nice to see somebody coming back to give back to the community. Everybody’s always
leaving. This is the third principal my daughter had since she has been at this middle
school.”
MS. ESTHER: “Yeah, they can’t ever keep them here too long, these folks just don’t
know how to deal with our kids.”
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Just then, another parent, Kia Washington walked in as she was ending a phone
call. A few people in the audience gave her a side-eye and scoffed as if she was
disturbing the presentation. She sat down next to the pair. Esther looked at her gently and
said,
MS. ESTHER: “Hey Kia, how you been?”
Kia was a single mother of a set of twins and an older son who was in high
school. She graduated from the local rival high school and attended junior college for one
semester, but she had been stuck in a low-paying job barely making ends meet for
fourteen years. She worked at a factory during the day and part-time at a fast-food
restaurant at night. Despite her busy schedule, she made it her mission to come to
whatever school events she could.
KIA: “Hey Ms. Esther, I’m good just busy. That was my supervisor I had to let him know
I’m going to be running late because I have this meeting.”
MS. ESTHER: “That’s good to hear, and yeah I’m glad you were able to make it with all
that ripping and running you be doing.”
KIA: “Now Ms. Esther, you know I’m going to do what I gotta do for my kids.”
TIARA: “I know that’s right.” Tiara chimed in.
Tiara and Kia had never met, but their shared connection with Ms. Esther broke
down any pre-existing barriers and made it easy for them to communicate with each
other.
KIA: “Awwww,” Kia said. “Look at your baby he so cute, how old is he?”
TIARA: “Thank you. He’s something else. He’ll be four months next week.”
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KIA: “Oooh, girl I remember those days, I’m done having kids though; mine are
practically grown now.”
The group chuckled and began to listen to Principal Glover’s speech.
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “… I wanted to invite you all here today because I know this
school has been through a lot of changes over the past three years, and I know many of
you are concerned about your children’s futures and the future of the school. I just want
to put your mind at ease and let you know that I have sat down with the superintendent,
the leadership team, and the teachers and we have a solid plan to turn things around this
school year. With that being said, I need all of you to know that I am here for your
children, and I am here for you. We are a team and whatever we need to do to make sure
your kids succeed we’re going to do it together...”
Across the cafeteria Andrea Williams sat alone texting her husband about plans
for dinner. Their blended family of 6 had recently relocated and this was their first time
sending their children to a new school in five years. After deciding on pizza, she sent her
husband a text that said “the principal seems pretty good, and he’s Black.” Her husband
sent her the thumbs up emoji and she tapped her neighbor and whispered, “excuse me, do
you know how long these meetings usually are?”
Her neighbor, Grace Howard, worked at the local library and she had two children
attending Freedom School. Through her job she remained actively engaged in the
community and she was always in search of opportunities to participate in school and
community events. She leaned over and said,
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GRACE: “This is actually the first time we’ve ever had a meeting like this, but this
principal seems to be pretty conscious of time, so I don’t imagine we’ll be here over an
hour.”
Andrea thanked her and politely introduced herself.
GRACE: “It’s nice to meet you, it’s good to see some new faces around here. I’m really
excited about this new principal and with this big turnout we might even get to start a
PTA,” Grace shared.
ANDREA: “There’s no PTA here? Honestly, I’m kind of relieved. At my daughter’s old
school, the PTA was nothing but trouble. Just a bunch of “white” folks trying to show off
how much they loved their kids by throwing money. Andrea pointed to her hand, “I mean
there were a few of “us” but it just wasn’t worth it to me. Everything seemed like it was
about the white parents. You know we live completely different lives.”
GRACE: “Yeah, I know what you mean a lot of the parents around here aren’t able to
really be involved up here because they have to work. They’re not stay at home moms,
and most of them are barely making it by. I work at the library so I try to support and
uplift the Black babies as much as I can, but it’s tough, I know our lives are hard
sometimes.”
Meanwhile, as principal Glover’s speech continued, he posed several questions to
the audience, “How can I help you to help your child? What do you need from me as a
principal? What do you need from our teachers?” The audience was quiet for at least a
minute. Most people were unsure if these were rhetorical questions or not since in the
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past their voices had not been heard in regard to school matters. Instead, parents talked
quietly amongst themselves.
Shakayla Gulledge and her long-time friend and co-worker Angelique Lowe
began to chat.
SHAKAYLA: “I don’t know why he acting like that; they know what we need. We need
money in this school and a superintendent or principal that doesn’t leave every other
year,” Shakayla muttered.
Angelique snickered,
ANGELIQUE: “Girl you know they not going to give us no money. That’s reserved for
those “Northside” kids, but honestly it don’t even matter; what we really need is better
teachers who care more about these kids than a paycheck. I mean I understand they have
to make a living, but if you don’t like kids you don’t need to be in this career.”
SHAKAYLA: “Right. We got enough going on in our community to be fighting with
these teachers too,” Shakayla said. “The other day Renny came home with a 62 on his
test because the teacher said his handwriting was sloppy, so he lost 30 points. I’m like 30
points, this lady is crazy. I had to take a day off just to come set her straight because why
are you trying to flunk my baby?”
ANGELIQUE: “Oh, that’s where you was at the other day? I was wondering.” Angelique
asked.
SHAKAYLA: “Yeah, and come to find out he had asked her if he could type it on the
computer because he already know his handwriting is not that good and she said no. I’m
like, why would you say no; he really tried to help you out. We work on his handwriting
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every day at home I make him write me lists and letters, I even got him one of those
cursive books because you know they don’t teach cursive anymore, but she act like this
was do or die, and he only in sixth grade. I swear some of these teachers be looking for a
reason to make me miss work.”
ANGELIQUE: “That’s a mess,” said Angelique “You know I usually try to side with the
teachers because I know it’s hard for them and I be trying to put on a solid front, but
some stuff is just ridiculous. You know last month that eighth-grade teacher got in
trouble because they found out he had been cursing at the kids. Some of the parents came
to the school board meeting and put him on blast. They had video and everything. Well,
Michael was in that class and ever since the fallout it seems like he’s been struggling with
his work. The teacher used to call and text and send me updates, and now he’s like a
ghost. I guess he in his feelings, but that was his fault, he know he don’t need to be
talking to these kids like that.”
SHAKAYLA: “So, what you going to do about him struggling, you know he can’t afford
to mess up one semester since he trying to get in that magnet high school to play
football.”
ANGELIQUE: “Girl he is going to get in, I already got him a tutor. My cousin Lisa work
at the district office and she referred me to this virtual tutor. He a college student and he
play football at the college level, so Michael already like him. He been meeting with him
after school for an hour a day.”
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SHAKAYLA: “That’s good, I need to talk to your cousin at the district. You know my
brother just graduated college and is trying to figure out how to get in the door as a
coach.”
ANGELIQUE: “Oh yeah, just let me know, you know I got connections,” Angelique
assured her.
Finally, after a few minutes of awkward silence Ms. Esther spoke up to respond to
the principal’s questions.
MS. ESTHER: “I have two kids that go here, but I’m a grandmother. A lot of what they
do I have no idea about. So, I guess what I really need is to understand how I can help
them improve their grades and be successful in school. I’m a volunteer at the elementary,
I go to board meetings just to hear what’s going on in the school, but at the end of the day
when the kids are on the internet school there’s not much I can do for them. And then
when I do try to help it comes back from the teacher that I was wrong, so I guess I just
feel like now that they’re in middle school I don’t really know what to do at home to help
them stay on track.”
TIARA: Tiara chimed in, “Ms. Esther, you need to stop. You are doing amazing! Stop
being so modest! We all could learn something from you. The way you are teaching those
kids how to survive in the real world. They are so polite and kind. I don’t know what
you’re doing over there, but when they graduate high school, they are going to be ready
for the real world!”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “First, thank you both for sharing, Ms. Esther, I’m sure Tiara is
right, and you are doing an amazing job. However, when you talk about things you can
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do at home to support student-learning I can talk about a few. One of the things you
mentioned is the idea that once the kids are in middle school it’s more difficult to figure
out how to engage with them than when they are in elementary. You are right on point;
research shows that engagement tends to drop off in middle school. At this level it’s not
just about reading to them at night, it’s about helping them develop critical thinking skills
and become life-long learners. If you can do that, you will help them tremendously.
Many of the things you are probably already doing could be tweaked to help your child
develop those skills. I’ll give an example. First tell me what you normally do with your
kids when they get home?”
MS. ESTHER: “Well usually I’m getting off of my part-time job, so they let themselves
in and start on their homework, but when I get home, I get started on dinner and we have
conversations. I ask them how their day was, what did they learn, do they need help with
they homework, stuff like that?”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “Okay that’s a perfect example, one of the ways you can work
with your kids is to have authentic conversations with them, it’s just a matter of raising
the “rigor” of those conversations. When you ask them how was their day what do they
usually say?”
The audience responded in unison, “FINE!” Laughter filled the room.
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “Right, of course they’re saying fine, that question doesn’t make
them critically think about their day. Next time instead of asking how was your day
today, ask them what went well for you today? Ask them what did you struggle with the
most today? Instead of asking them what they learned ask them to teach you about the
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topic they learned about today. Ask them what challenged them most. So basically, what
I’m saying is take the things you already do and tweak them a little bit. A lot of you may
be used to reading to your kids at night. They’re older now, make them read to you.
When you go out to restaurants and are in the car ask them to read you the menus and
signs,” Principal Glover responded.
MS. ESTHER: “I see what you mean, said Ms. Esther, that’s a good idea. I definitely
need to get them talking more. They have shut down so much since their mom passed
away last year.” It’s just been hard to really find a sweet spot because they are dealing
with so much. Also, I know I didn’t get to formally thank many of you who helped out
during the transition. I know a lot of ya’ll here donated to the GoFundMe, some people
brought meals by the house and attended the vigil. Even a couple of the teachers up here
really helped out in checking in with the kids and making sure they was doing they work
it was such a hard time for us and I know COVID is still here too, so I’m just thankful.
It’s just nice to know people care that’s all.” Shakayla responded for the group,
SHAKAYLA: “Ms. Esther, your welcome, it’s no problem. You know we all we got.
Everybody got to stick together. Honestly, I think that’s the type of support we need as
parents, grandmothers, all of that. We need somebody to look out for us. We need
services up here at the school that could really help the kids and our whole families.
Nobody is looking out for our people, we gotta do it ourselves—!”
Andrea was visibly confused, she turned to Grace with a concerned look on her
face. Grace whispered,
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GRACE: “That’s Ms. Esther, she’s real sweet. Her daughter died from COVID a few
months back and everybody around here kind of chipped in to help where could. We
hosted a vigil at the library. It was one of the first sort of young people in the area to
really get hit bad with COVID. It was really unfortunate.”
ANDREA: “I can’t imagine, Andrea said, but the way y’all supported her—how? I mean
there’s no PTA how did ya’ll come together?”
GRACE: “We just organized, we’re not all connected, but in some ways we are. Some of
us go to the same church. Some of us are related by kids or by marriage, some people
work in the community, so it was really just word of mouth. We did a meal schedule. The
church took up an offering to help with the service. We just try to support each other in
times of need because we will all have our day.”
Quite organically, a conversation began in the room about the services and
supports parents felt were important and that could help the school. They talked about
mental health support for families and teachers—especially in light of COVID, a coworking space so the parents who work from home could work near their children, job
support, cultural events, and diverse extra-curricular activities for the children and
parents to participate in.
TIARA: “I just think there’s so much we can do here. You know this school has always
been the hub of the community. I know we can bring it back,” Tiara enthused.
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “I really appreciate everybody sharing and I’m glad to see there
is such a strong foundation and a tight-knit community amongst you. That’s definitely a
strength that can benefit the kids as well. It takes a village right? Alright, so now let’s
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switch gears a little bit. We’re going to do something we do with the kids called a gallery
walk. We have this big chart paper here and we are going to break you all into groups to
get some more thoughts flowing. Each piece of paper has a different focal point on it. I
want you to get with a group and discuss the topic and prompt on your paper. Write down
your thoughts, and then in ten minutes you will walk around the room to see the different
perspectives. At the end we will come back together as a group and wrap up the
discussion.”
After a few minutes of organizing, Ms. Esther, Tiara, Kia, Angelique, Shakayla,
Andrea, and Grace found themselves in a group. Tiara read the prompt out loud,
TIARA: “At Home Engagement: How do you help your child learn when they are not in
school?”
ANGELIQUE: “That’s a good one, I mean for me it’s just a matter of doing what I do at
home and teaching him how to do it. We play games, but I make them apply it to real life.
Like they love Monopoly, so I talk to them about buying stuff and paying rent and their
learning about money.”
KIA: “Yeah, I do a lot with that too, I give them money and I let them purchase stuff so
they can learn how to count money, and then when we go out to eat, I make them
calculate the tip and stuff like that.”
TIARA: “Yep, I do that too and make him add up the groceries.”
They all laughed; they hadn’t realized other parents were utilizing similar
techniques at home.
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ANGELIQUE: “Yeah, it’s crazy because I been doing this stuff and my mama did it with
me. It’s not always about coming up to the school and doing bake sales and fundraisers.
You really gotta teach them how to survive because the schools not doing that. Like even
with credit and financial literacy I try to teach my son about that so he don’t make the
same mistakes I did. You can only go off of what you know.”
SHAKAYLA: “Right, and with the reading I just make them read at night and I try to
read sometimes in front of them so they see me reading too, especially when I went back
to school, my daughter and I would do our homework together. I think that really helped
her too, ever since she saw me graduate, she has been talking about college and learning
about it. It was just good for her to see it’s possible.”
ANDREA: “Yeah, my kids have been starting to get interested in college too I’m just like
whatever you do just live your life! I just want them to be successful, travel, experience
new things. Ultimately just be happy.”
The group nodded in agreement realizing their motivations for their children’s
success in school was all rooted in the same desire. They continued the conversation
filling out their chart paper with a list that included items like helping their children do
homework, playing games, teaching them how to cook, clean, and groom themselves.
MS. ESTHER: “Ya’ll are right, this is some of the stuff I have been doing my whole life.
It just seems like there’s always something new and it’s never enough, volunteering,
curriculum night, helping with homework, coming up to the school in the middle of the
day, it can be a lot.”
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ANDREA: “Yeah, we just have to remember that a lot of the stuff the schools do was not
designed with us in mind, so our experiences are just kind of invisible. But we are
special, and we are enough. We just gotta make sure our kids know that too.”
Ten minutes passed and the group rejoined each other. They had an in depthconversation about their goals for their children and their role in their children’s
education. Multiple parents noted that they had never been asked these questions and that
they were excited to understand how they could engage more with their child’s learning
and within the school. Principal Glover was not shy, he recognized the barriers that many
of the parents in the room faced due to their Black and low-income status, but he urged
them to keep open lines of communication and do whatever they could to stay engaged.
Principal Glover closed the meeting saying,
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “At the end of the day I know you all have lives, and you have
life going on outside of here, I’m not discounting that. I just need you to know that we are
here for you just as much as we are here for the kids. You are your child’s best advocate.
Whatever we can do to come along side you and support you in helping your child reach
their goals, we’re going to try to do it, and we hope you will do the same. There’s a sign
above our heads that says: If you want to go fast, go alone; if you want to go far, go
together. I am here today to let you know that we can do it together. It may take longer,
but we will see transformation in this school for the sake of our kids.”
After the meeting Ms. Pierce, a teacher who sat in the back of the cafeteria and
listened to the meeting discretely, walked to principal Glover and said,
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MS PIERCE: “Thank you. I learned so much today just from listening to these parents. I
didn’t realize they were doing so much at home to support the kids. You know it’s hard
for us, but this has helped me remember that at the end of the day we really are all on the
same team. When you talked about the conversations, they could have at home with their
kids that was perfect! We need to start thinking about ways to engage parents by focusing
on their strengths and the things they already do. I think I’m going to make a document to
circulate to parents highlighting things they can do at home and that they are already
doing to improve student learning at this level to help with the elementary middle school
transition.”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “Wow, Ms. Pierce, I’m glad you were able to learn from this
group of amazing parents today. Their strengths really shined through in this session and
I’m looking forward to cultivating the relationships we started building here today.”
MS. PIERCE: “Yes, would it be okay if I use some of your guiding questions for the
document? Also, if you need help planning the next parent gathering, I’m more than
happy to help!”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “Of course, you can use the questions, and you are more than
welcome to help Ms. Pierce, I just want to be clear on what my intention is here so that
we are both on the same page. If you look around the room right now, what do you see?”
MS. PIERCE: “I’m not sure what you mean—just some lingering parents gathered
around talking.”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “Exactly. The purpose of what we did here today was to create
an opportunity for parents to learn and share with each other. The part you left out is that
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the parents who are lingering are primarily our Black parents. That’s important. We have
to build back trust with the Black parents who have been hurt so much in these past years
of transition. We cannot and we will not continue to ignore race-related nuances in this
school. The fact that these parents are still here tells me two things, 1) the Black parents
in this school may have some shared history and relationships that are important and 2)
The parents here have ideas, they are open to sharing. They just need a safe space where
their voices and experiences are heard and valued.”
MS. PIERCE: “Oh, I see what you mean, I’m sorry I wasn’t trying to be “colorblind.” I
know how important it is to affirm our kids’ racial identities.”
PRINCIPAL GLOVER: “There’s no reason to apologize, I wasn’t saying you were being
“colorblind.” I said all that to say that as educators sometimes it can be easy for us to
place our own personal values on parents and try to get them to fit into our boxes of what
school involvement and engagement looks like, but honestly in my experience that
doesn’t work for most Black parents. They don’t need to be talked at or told what to do;
they need an opportunity to talk. Nearly all of the conversations we heard today were led
by them; we just have to listen. They will tell us what we should do because they are our
best resource for understanding and working with their children. They don’t need a list of
restrictive ways to tell them how to engage, they need expansive options that demonstrate
that they are seen and that what they do in their everyday lives for their children is
enough. Finally, and I guess most importantly they need us to show up for them and their
kids and earn their trust. Our actions have to line up when we say—we’re all on the same
team.”
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Ms. Pierce silently nodded and thanked the principal for being honest and helping
her shift her deficit framing of the parents. She walked away slowly over to a group of
parents she didn’t know and introduced herself. Principal Glover looked around the room
smiling and whispered to himself, “We’re going to go far.”
CCW as a Framework for Understanding LIAAP Engagement
As I expect is evident throughout the counternarrative presented here, instances of
parental engagement with their children’s learning were present in multiple ways,
specifically across the domains of CCW. As such, rather than describe the findings
thematically, I use the CCW framework to discuss the empirical evidence of LIAAP
engagement within the counternarrative and generally across the broader study.
Aspirational Capital
For participants in this study, aspirational capital was exhibited through the
educational expectations parents set for their children. At the bare minimum, all
participants expected their children to graduate high school. However, rather than
prioritizing college, overall, the parents wanted their children to live “successful” lives
and be happy with their choices after high school (see Harrington, forthcoming). While
the parents in the study didn’t necessarily view college as the end-goal for their children’s
education, they wanted them to know that it was possible for them if they so desired. To
model this possibility to their children, a few of the parents in the study had returned to
school after a break to receive some post-high school education or received a degree in an
effort to model the continuous pursuit of education to their children. In general, those
parents tended to expect their children to at the very least “try college” and see if it was a
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good option for them. Ultimately, they viewed education as a path to success and tried to
instill that value in their children through their own actions.
Navigational Capital
Throughout the study navigational capital was demonstrated through the life skills
and lessons the parents taught their children while they were at home. This is in
alignment with other studies that have noted the important impact of at home engagement
for Black students as they learn to navigate racist systems (Howard, 2010; Latunde &
Clark-Louque, 2016). The parents were primarily concerned with preparing their children
to survive after their high school graduation. Specifically, the parents noted the
difficulties of survival for their children given the racist encounters and systems they
would experience. As such, they focused on teaching their children self-sufficiency as a
means to survival, discouraging reliance on government assistance and money. At home,
they taught their children how to cook, clean, manage a household, count money, present
themselves well physically, and love themselves—all of which they felt should be
included as a part of the school curriculum (see Harrington, forthcoming). For the parents
in this study, these skills help to lay the foundation for developing their children into
“productive citizens” and navigating the “real world.”
Social Capital
In this study, social capital was displayed when participants shared instances of
them finding opportunities for their children beyond what the schools provided. Many of
these opportunities came through connections with people and organizations within the
community. Several of the participants discussed the importance of these connections,
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highlighting churches, community agencies, and after-school programs as sources of
information. Parents utilized their networks to provide opportunities for their children to
engage in activities beyond sports—which is what many associated their schools with. Of
note, several of the participants worked in or adjacent to education and were able to
highlight specific instances in which their position helped them gain information. These
parents maintained an “it’s who you know” mindset as they sought out opportunities for
their child.
Familial Capital
In this study, familial capital showed up in ways that were similar to social
capital, in that participants often utilized their family networks to learn about and engage
in more educational opportunities. However, specifically in regard to family, Black
parents discussed family values as critical for the development of their children. The
ability to receive childcare help and in some cases help their family members with
childcare needs was an important aspect of their experiences. In fact, several of the
participants were biological relatives in parent roles, further demonstrating the
importance of family connections in this study. In addition, they shared these values with
their children teaching them the importance of “looking out for each other because
nobody else will.”
Resistant Capital
Black parents and families have demonstrated resistant capital for generations,
this study was no exception. Resistant capital was demonstrated by parents in multiple
ways. Some participants shared their interests in district decision-making through
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attendance at school-board meetings and school-led activities. Others focused on resisting
in more direct ways; Teaching Black history at home and sustaining cultural knowledge
was important for many families. Collectively, the parents all made conscious decisions
to advocate for their children despite their internal desire to support teachers and school
level leaders. When their children faced injustice in classrooms and in educational spaces,
the parents in this study used their voice and agency to share their experiences with
teachers and school level leadership. While these instances were often left unresolved or
not addressed to the satisfaction of the parents, the participants viewed their agency
(resistance) as important for their children to witness to understand how to navigate the
world after their high school graduation.
Linguistic Capital
While evidence of linguistic capital was sparse throughout the study, throughout
the interview process and in my own experiences I have witnessed the use of linguistic
capital by African American parents. Specifically, when in group settings (i.e. focus
groups) Black parents have demonstrated their capacity to make information more
understandable for students and other parents by using nuanced language and cultural
references. Despite its morphological and phonological variations from standard English,
African American Vernacular English has been denied respect as a distinct dialect further
contributing to linguistic hierarchies and race related issues in schools (King & Scott,
2014). The participants in this study demonstrated their ability to “codeswitch”
essentially modeling for their children how and when it was appropriate to speak in their
other language (dialect).
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Conclusion
The counternarrative presented in this manuscript offers evidence of the diverse
ways Black parents are engaged in their children’s education. Definitively, the stories of
these Black parents demonstrated that LIAAP are engaged in the educational experiences
of their children in a variety of ways. Since Black parents are often left on the margins of
conversations regarding educational involvement and engagement, centering the CCW of
parents positioned me to be able to bring stories of Black parents engaging in their
children’s learning and educational experiences to the forefront.
As principals continuously seek novel ways to engage Black parents, especially in
light of the COVID-19 pandemic, these findings are particularly important.
Understanding the ways Black parents engage in their children’s learning is essential for
creating positive school-family partnerships. In addition, being open to listening and
learning from the experiences of Black parents may help school leaders understand the
barriers they face, enabling them to structure activities in ways that prioritize the contexts
and needs of LIAAP. These small shifts in educational leadership practice may ensure
school leaders are prepared to create parent and child-centered engagement initiatives
rather than school centered ones.
Future research related to Black parent engagement should continue to explore the
ways that CCW lends itself as an analytical frame to view parental engagement. Studies
that investigate each form of cultural capital individually would be especially useful.
Particularly, further inquiries related to the aspirational capital of Black families may aid
in closing academic opportunity gaps as scholars explore the hopes and dreams of parents
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and students embedded in a meritocratic education system. In addition, research centering
the lived experiences of Black parents and families across diverse contexts should be
focused on, to draw connections across multiple studies advancing the scholarship on
culturally relevant leadership practices for family engagement.
Carter G. Woodson noted that “the differentness of races, is no evidence of
superiority or of inferiority. This merely indicates that each race has certain gifts which
the others do not possess” (2009, p. 8). Despite unsurmountable odds, Black people have
continued to influence normative culture and shift ideologies through our talents,
strengths, and gifts. Not only do Black parents demonstrate unique qualities of “good
stuff,” but they make it a point to pass on the importance of these values with their
children through their actions, ensuring the successful passing of these forms of cultural
wealth to future generations. As a response, educational leaders should center the realities
of LIAAP to shift towards more broad and inclusive understandings of parental
engagement that acknowledge the cultural wealth Black parents possess.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH, RESTORATION, & RECONCILIATION: USING COMMUNITYBASED PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH TO RESHAPE THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE
FOR BLACK FAMILIES
Abstract
This article showcases the power and potential of engaging Black families through
community based participatory research by describing insights from six Black workingclass parents from two disparate school districts. Each parent participated in an interview
and a focus group to discuss their experiences and engagement with their children’s
education. Through the focus groups, participants resurfaced memories, accounts, and
narratives related to their experiences as parents and former students, signaling a path
towards reconciliation and restoration between Black families and the public education
system.

Keywords: Community Based Participatory Research; Parental Engagement; Black
Parents; School, Family, Community Partnerships; Principal Trust; Ethic of Care
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Introduction
“Our ancestors did not wade through rivers of blood so that we might surrender
the interpretation of their lives into the hands of others.”
–– Vincent Harding, The Vocation of the Black Scholar and the Struggles of the Black
Community (1974)
Black parents in the United States have historically been left out of educational
decision-making processes for their children since the start of chattel slavery. Instead,
they have been martyred by Western narratives that present white middle class parents as
involved, engaged, and responsible while presenting Black working-class parents as lazy,
apathetic, and ignorant (Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Puchner & Markowitz, 2015). These
narratives, fueled by both researchers and practitioners in schools, often discount the
cultural and familial strengths Black parents offer schools and communities. Communitybased participatory research (CBPR)—a collaborative, partnership approach to research
(Johnson, 2017)—provides an opportunity for school leaders and scholars to rectify the
mistruths that have been cultivated over time through the invisibility and
misrepresentation of Black parents in educational research. To clarify, for the purpose of
this study, my conception of a parent includes relatives or kin who are the primary
caregivers of a child for at least 50% of the time. This term is not meant to limit the
discussion to biological parents, but to expand current understandings of parental
engagement by acknowledging other familial caregiving relationships.
Over the years, research has shown that parental engagement is an integral aspect
of student academic success (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016; Jeynes, 2016). However,
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given the discrimination and racism Black students often experience inside school
environments—e.g., deficit thinking, microaggressions, and the overrepresentation of
Black students in exclusionary discipline and special education (Allen et al., 2013;
Blanchett, 2006; Fenning & Rose, 2007; Valencia, 2010)—their parents may be less
likely to participate in formal engagement opportunities because they lack trust in school
administrators and teachers (Abdul-Adil & Farmer, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2006). In
addition, Black parents who try to engage may be shunned and viewed as confrontational
rather than concerned, causing them to retreat and avoid future interactions with schools
(Diamond & Gomez, 2004; Noguera, 2001). In recent years, scholars have begun to note
the importance of activities and programs aimed at shifting power to parents and
communities through equitable engagement initiatives (Harrington, forthcoming;
Ishimaru, 2019). However, despite the growing body of evidence that shared power with
parents leads to better academic outcomes for students and communities, power in
schools has mostly remained in the hands of educational leaders and policy makers
(Auerbach, 2009; Epstein, 2019; Khalifa, 2012).
As a community-based approach to research, CBPR offers a unique opportunity
to bridge the gaps between families of color, school leaders, and policy makers. As the
voices of Black parents are centered, they have an opportunity to reclaim the
interpretations of their lives as their knowledge and strengths are utilized to influence
outcomes that directly impact their children. Therefore, the purpose of this article is to
call attention to CBPR as a critical approach within the educational leadership field and
demonstrate how through its use, educational leaders can simultaneously build trust
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among Black parents, increase parent engagement, improve school outcomes, and impact
policy decisions. Through the presentation of data from a community-based research
project, I highlight issues of importance for Black parents in regard to school, family, and
community partnerships to answer the research question: how do the experiences of
working-class Black parents impact their engagement with their children’s school and
learning?
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
In this study I adopt the theoretical assumptions of critical race theory (CRT) and
maintain the values of CBPR to propose a model based on the implementation of CBPR
with Black parents in schools and communities. I posit that through intentionally crafted
experiences, school leaders can utilize CBPR to learn from and validate the lived
experiences of working-class Black parents, build trust with Black families, and engage
Black parents in the school improvement process.
CRT is a theoretical stance that attempts to explain racism in the United States
through a set of well-defined tenets, including race is socially constructed; racism is
endemic; interest convergence; intersectionality, and storytelling (Delgado & Stefancic,
2017). Specifically of relevance to this study, I center the necessity of the unique stories
of the parent participants, and their intersectional identities as Black working-class
women, CRT elicits the “unique voice of color” as foundational for understanding the
lived experiences of Black people and theorizes between intersecting forms of oppression
including racism, classism, and sexism (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings,
1998). Therefore, including CRT as a part of this framework focuses our attention on the
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raced and classed experiences of working-class Black parents through the use of the
CBPR framework.
CBPR is an asset-based research approach that positions social context as a place
to create meaning and asserts that a deep understanding of a community’s experiences
comes from the community themselves (Bush et al., 2019; Israel et al., 2017). Through its
core tenets—community strengths and resources as foundational; co-learning and
capacity building as critical; and community partners as researchers—CBPR offers a
unique opportunity to dismantle hierarchical power structures within the education
system and engage parents in new ways (Johnson, 2017).
Taken together, CRT and CBPR have a distinct synergy because of the ability of
CBPR create social change through research and CRT’s broader goal of creating social
change by challenging US approaches to racial justice (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Figure
4.1 demonstrates that relationship and has been adapted from Wallerstein and Duran’s
(2010) model demonstrating how CBPR can lead to health equity. I build on that work by
highlighting the ways in which CBPR can restore relationships between Black parents and
schools, creating more equitable environments for students and families.
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Figure 4.1
CBPR for Educational Leaders

Contexts

Social and Structural
Race, Gender, Class, Interlocking
Systems of Oppression
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Political and Policy
Federal, State, District, Local
Historical Collaboration
Legacy of Distrust, Misuse, and
maltreatment.
Educational Importance
Parent Perceptions, School and
District priorities
Capacity and Readiness
School District, School Leaders.
Familes, Parents, Universities,
Faculty Members, Community
Members

Equitable Partnerships

Research and
Engagement

Relationships
Honors and integrates
parent knowledge,
Communities of safety and
trust, Redistribution of
power, Reciprocity

Fit
Attention to school culture and
climate
Research centered around cutural
norms within the community

Partnership Structures
District Level, School Level,
Parents/Families, NGOs,
CBOs, Universities

Co-Learning Processes
Shared power and responsibility
Shared commitment to educational
equity and improvement outcomes
for students

Individual Characteristic
Motivation to participate.
Personal value/belief systems,
Relationship/perception of
PI/school leader

Research Design
Reflects priorities of the community
Aligns with CBPR principles
Lived experience recognized as truth
(Qualitatibve Research ie.,
storytelling is valued as method).

Outcomes
Short Term
• Increase Parental Engagement
• Build Relational Trust amongst families
and school leaders/staff
• Improve student/school Outcomes

Intermediate
• Develop reciprocal relationships between
families and schools
• Close racial opportunity achievement gaps

Long Term
• Healing, restoration, and reconciliation for
Black parents and public schools
• School Community and Policy
Transformation
• Educational Equity

CBPR for Black Families
The disenfranchisement of the Black family unit has plagued African Americans
for hundreds of years, since families were separated at the hands of white men through
illegal kidnapping and enslavement. Given this traumatic history, it is conceivable that
Black people would be less likely to trust governmental organizations—including public
schools—which are largely controlled by white men (National School Board Association,
2018). Throughout history, our livelihoods have been largely dependent on our ability to
protect ourselves and our families from outsiders who have intentionally caused us harm.
Post-traumatic slave syndrome indicates that for some Black parents, it may be difficult
to enter [school] spaces because of the trauma they are associated with (DeGruy, 2005).
For this very reason CBPR may be a promising approach to “redress racial inequity”
(Dixson & Anderson, 2018, p. 122) in schools allowing parents to enter educational
spaces on neutral ground.
Over the years CBPR has been positioned within the health sciences as a
collaborative, partnership approach to research that benefits people with oppressed and
marginalized identities and has the potential to promote health equity and transform
policy (Viswanathan et al., 2004; Wallerstein & Duran, 2010). Despite the promise of
CBPR in the social sciences, educators have not engaged in this research process nearly
as much as healthcare practitioners and scholars (also applied fields). While other
community engaged-research approaches, such as participatory action research and youth
participatory action research, have been utilized widely in educational research, there
have been few studies within the educational leadership literature that demonstrate the
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power of CBPR for engaging Black parents and its ability to enhance research for school
improvement and policy transformation (see James et al., 2008; Snell et al., 2009). Still,
the possibility of shared power, parent-led research, and equitable parental engagement
through the CBPR framework is worthy of exploration.
Despite the lack of educational research utilizing a CBPR approach, the potential
impact of community engaged research with Black parents has been documented in
several studies (Latunde, 2018; McCarthy Foubert, 2020; Barrie et al., 2021; Yull et al.,
2018; Yull et al., 2014). For example, in a community-based action research study, Yull
and colleagues, worked with middle-class Black parents and discovered that the parents
had experienced limited positive interactions within the school community, and felt their
schools lacked cultural competence (Yull et al., 2014). They highlighted experiences with
racism, stereotyping, and the racial disproportionality of suspension and discipline (Yull
et al., 2014). The strengths-based responses they received from the district provide
evidence of the transformative power of engaging with Black families.
In another study, Latunde (2018) found that Black parents remained involved in
their children’s education by using their networks, access to data, and participation in
decision-making. The parents in the study wanted the district to provide more
opportunities for them to engage in decision-making processes. Despite their
participation in various school functions and groups, they still felt unwelcome and
unheard (Latunde, 2018). Ultimately, through their engagement in the parent collective,
they were chartered as an African American parent advisory council by the board of
education.
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In a more recent study, McCarthy Foubert (2020), found that even in a “liberal”
school district Black parents who were involved in school governing opportunities
including PTOs and parent empowerment groups were still marginalized stating, “in the
end their contributions were unwelcomed, dismissed, or ignored unless they converged
with the interests of middle- and upper-middle-class white parents, or the plans of school
or district leaders” (2020, p. 13). These findings demonstrate that even when Black
parents are engaged in school processes, they often remain on the margins indicating the
need for a shift from school-centric parent initiatives to more targeted and deliberate
efforts to support and increase parent engagement in Black families—making CBPR a
viable option.
Viswanathan and colleagues (2004) asserted, “CBPR creates bridges between
scientists and communities, through the use of shared knowledge and valuable
experiences” (paragraph 3). Accordingly, for educators CBPR offers an opportunity to
forge reciprocal school-family partnerships by bridging gaps between Black families and
school communities. Distinctive from other forms of community-engaged research,
CBPR, draws attention to historical contexts, centers the strengths of community
partners, and prioritizes developing equitable and sustainable collaborations,
demonstrating a unique opportunity for school leaders to develop trust and rebuild
tarnished relationships with Black parents (Johnson, 2017, Wallerstein & Duran, 2010).
To showcase the necessity of CBPR for school leaders and Black families in schools, I
report findings from a larger dissertation study in which Black parents from workingclass families were interviewed individually and within virtual focus group settings to
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glean insight into how their race and social class impacted their engagement with their
children’s educational experiences.
Methods
This study was grounded in the principles of CBPR, which is generally guided by
the community throughout the entire research process. However, since this work was
derived from the work of a dissertation project, rather than the community identifying the
research problem to be studied, I selected a problem to explore based on my personal
experiences and the parental engagement literature. Therefore, while this study has the
principles and values of CBPR at the heart of its design, one could argue that it should
not be considered “authentic” CBPR given the way the research problem was conceived.
Notwithstanding this critique, the central understandings of CBPR were embedded
conceptually and theoretically and were physically in action throughout the research
process. Further, beyond the selection of the initial research question, the voices of the
parents were used to guide the direction of the research and determine which questions
and steps to take during the focus group interview process.
Research Setting
This research was conducted with parents from two distinct districts in a
midwestern area of the United States. Given the centricity of race and class in this study,
the two middle schools selected were both Title 1 schools with large populations of
students of color receiving free or reduced lunch. Pseudonyms were selected for each
school to help maintain confidentiality of the participants.
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Casa Middle School is located in a rural area and has a school population of
primarily Hispanic and Black students. Rio Middle School—classified as an urban
school—is in a nearby small town serving over 90 percent Black students and families.
At the time the study was initiated, both schools had experienced many changes in recent
years and were being closely monitored by the state to meet school improvement
regulations.
Participant Selection
The participants in this study were purposively selected Black parents or
guardians of middle school students who received free or reduced-price lunch (see
Appendix B for pre-screening survey questions). Most parents were recruited primarily
by word of mouth and through “gatekeepers” who had intricate knowledge of the school
communities, clear understandings of the structural formation of each district, and
relationships with diverse parents in each school (Johnson, 2017). Seven parents
participated in the individual interviews, and six out of the seven parents participated in
the virtual focus groups (virtual interviews were necessary due to COVID-19
regulations). While the study was open to men and women, all of the participants
identified as women. In addition, of the seven participants, four of them were the
biological mothers of their child(ren); one was the maternal grandmother and legal
guardian of her child, and another was an aunt who was in the process of legally adopting
her children. All participants received $100 visa gift cards at the conclusion of the study
to honor their time, wisdom, and contributions. Participants selected their own
pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality.
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Data Collection
One of the benefits of utilizing a CBPR approach is the ability to gain a
community perspective. In addition to individual interviews, participants engaged in
virtual focus groups to discuss their engagement and create shared meaning. Focus
groups are “guided group discussions” (Ruane, 2016) that acknowledge the importance of
social interaction in data sources (p. 201). Through the use of a semi-structured protocol,
informed and developed by the participants in their initial individual interviews, I asked
them about their school experiences as working-class parents (guardians) of Black
children. Particularly, I asked questions about how teachers and school leaders could
better serve their children and engage Black families.(see Appendix D for the full focus
group interview protocol). Three parents were present in each focus group representing
each school. Table 1.1 showcases the configuration of each focus group. The interactions
and responses that came from each 60 to 120-minute focus group were critical in helping
me understand the community perspective (Bush et al., 2019; Bradbury-Jones et al.,
2009).
Table 4.1
Focus Group Configurations
The Panthers

The Freedom Riders

Madame, Casa Middle School

Orange Juice, Rio Middle School

Twin, Rio Middle School

Tweety, Rio Middle School

Cheyenne, Rio Middle School

Mary, Casa School

123

Data Analysis
The data in this study consists of the interview transcripts from the two virtual
focus groups. In an effort to maintain a community perspective throughout the study, the
transcripts from both focus groups were combined and analyzed together. To analyze the
data, I first used an online service, rev.com, to transcribe each Zoom focus group. Then, I
reviewed and edited the transcripts checking for accuracy. After reading the transcripts
multiple times to gain familiarity, I began the process of thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis is “identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun &
Clarke, 2006 as cited by Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). I started by engaging in an opencoding process labeling important pieces of data with a code. Then, I created themes by
grouping codes together to show meaningful patterns. Finally, I uploaded the data into an
Excel spreadsheet which allowed me to organize the data by codes and themes (Braun &
Clarke, 2012).
Findings
Five major themes were identified initially through the analysis of the focus group
transcript data: cultural affirmation/representation, access to expanded choices and
opportunities, parent dreams, past educational experiences, and the relationship between
trust and care. Because of the critical nature of context within the CBPR framework—
including the racism and discrimination Black families have experienced, and the
historical legacies of mistrust between Black parents and schools—here I have chosen to
discuss the latter two. First, participants consistently compared their educational
experiences to their children’s and discussed education issues in the context of their past
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experiences. In essence, participants were putting the past on a pedestal and discussing
ways to transform the education system by considering their personal educational
experiences. Secondly, participants discussed the criticality of care drawing subtle
conclusions about the ways that trust from Black parents is mediated by the care of
school leaders and staff. While this is not an exhaustive list, these themes highlight the
ways that the experiences of working-class Black parents impact their engagement and
showcase the reasons in which CBPR may be a transformative method for engaging
Black families.
Putting the Past on a Pedestal
One of the themes consistent across both focus groups was the comparison
of past parent school experiences to children’s present experiences. Participants
often discussed their children’s middle school experiences in relation to their own,
sharing personal stories of how things were “back when we were in school.”
Although most of these parents grew up attending different schools, they bonded
over what they assumed to be a shared experience—attending school as Black
students in a different time period. In their discussions of the past, parent
comments clustered around two areas, school policies and curriculum.
School Policies
Participants recognized that policies in schools are implemented on both
macro and micro levels, however, they focused their discussions mainly on microlevel policies that directly impacted their children. Using their past experiences as
a framework, parents made arguments for changing policies in the context of their
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children’s schools. A few parents advocated for more strict policies in relation to
bullying, violence, and defiance while most preferred more restorative approaches
to justice. Madame said,
It's just ridiculous. When we were in school, if you fought, the way
that they had it, you talk about the situation, you try to work it out.
The most important thing is for a child to be at school, not to be
suspended from school.
She expressed her resentment towards the school policies and administrators for
taking away instructional time from children rather than providing an opportunity to
develop conflict resolution skills through restorative justice techniques. She explained
that rather than expel a student, school leaders should,
Nip it in the bud and get to the bottom of it. Find out what's the
source here. What's going on here? Why can't you seem to get
along? What's the beef? What's wrong? Okay? And if you can't
stand to be around somebody, okay, you can still be cordial. If you
can't, then make sure you avoid that person, you know? But it's not
going to be like a policy where if you come in here, you're kicked
out for five days, the first day, for having a confrontation, and if
you even threaten or anything, you're five days out. Second time
you do it, you're 10. Third time you do it, you're expelled. That's
ridiculous.
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Orange Juice had a slightly similar perspective recognizing that students and teachers
deal with difficult realities and that each situation must be considered individually. She
said,
Sometimes, you have kids with behaviors, and they got a lot going on in
they life, you know what I'm saying? These kids nowadays deal with way
more stuff than we dealt with, or maybe we did have those issues, but it
wasn't so open back then, I don't know. So, I feel like, I do feel like we
should give kids a chance. I don't feel like, "oh, you did this, you got to be
kicked out." I do feel like we should try to get to the root of it, though. So,
if the kid get in trouble, we offer services, or whatever. Now, certain
behavior is not to be... I had a teacher tell me the other day that a kid spit
in her face. Now, stuff like that, I don't think I can do it.
Her comments mirrored those of other participants who felt that in most
circumstances restorative justice was more beneficial than out of school disciplinary
actions. In regard to school dress code, parents were opposed to the idea of school
uniforms, noting that they wouldn’t change the realities of bullying and distraction that
come with a more open dress-code policy. However, Twin felt that over time clothing
policies had gotten too relaxed allowing face and body piercings, stating, “They're
allowing them to do a whole lot that when we went to school, they didn't allow them to
do.”
Other parents felt that dress code policies were specifically discriminatory
towards Black children. They talked about the differences in fit of clothing for Black girls
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and the disproportionate rates of them being sent home due to clothing policies. One
participant said, “you've got a thick little Black girl over here that's got some shorts
on...then you've got a bony little Mexican or a little white girl—with the same shorts, but
she's the one that get in trouble.” Another parent agreed stating, “Right, she got booty
cheek shorts on and ain't nobody wrote her up or said nothing about what she got on, but
then the thick little Black girl, she got down to mid-thigh, but she's going home.” These
comments mirror findings from other studies and highlight the ways in which Black
parents understand how policy can disproportionately impact their children causing them
to distrust leaders and staff in other aspects of the school experience (see Howard, 2010;
Love et al., 2021; McCarthy Foubert, 2019).
Curriculum
In regard to curriculum, parents were mostly concerned that their children
were not receiving a comprehensive education that would prepare them for life
after high school and equip them with a variety of experiences. Twin said,
Remember, when we was in high school, we did a certain amount of
activities in gym class. It wasn't nothing like real gymnastics, but we did
the balance beam, the roll. The stuff that my son do in gymnastics, we did
that in our regular gym class.
She also discussed curricular differences noting that they had more opportunities when
they were in school while highlighting the fact that “other schools” [richer, whiter] still
include a variety of experiences within the school curriculum. Tweety had a similar
viewpoint stating,
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But I know in my community, before that [COVID-19], you barely see a
school book. You be like, "where your book at? Did you bring your book
home so you could..." "Oh, no, it's online.”? You like, "what?" So what if
we didn't have a computer? They wouldn't have been able to do that
assignment, you barely see that. And my older nephew, right now, he go
to a whole 'nother school. And I went in that school, and it's in a white
community, and that school nice. I thought I was on TV. They cafeteria
look like... it's nice. I thought I was in a movie, I'm like, "oh wow." And
then you go to our school and you like, "wow." So just having those
supplies. I'm pretty sure, even they little computers they send home with
them, they got nice little cases that open up with the computer, and our
kids just walking around with a laptop on they hip. So, yeah.
These comments not only highlight the differences in school curriculum, but they
demonstrate the ways in which school funding continues to impact Black families in
material ways. Despite continuous desegregation efforts over the years, schools that serve
students of Color are still less likely to receive adequate funding (Baker et al., 2014;
Darling-Hammond, 2013). Rather than pointing at federal government funding and the
underlying structures that create disparities within schools, the participants in this study
felt that superintendents were primarily responsible and that the way the school managed
money was the primary reason for their financial issues. This tendency to assign blame to
school and district level leaders revealed an underlying message that Black parents in this
study may have interpreted school level decisions at a local level rather than a national
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one, highlighting the potential power that school and district leaders hold in regard to
reshaping the educational experience for Black families.
Additionally, Mary brought up concerns with the way the mathematics curriculum
is relayed to students stating, “The math. I'm pretty sure everybody can relate, we learned
how to do math a different, a certain way. Now, they learn how to do math a different
way, but you still get the same answer.” Her concern was not a reflection of a lack of
math knowledge, instead, she was frustrated with how much the curriculum had changed
and how in the process, her ways of knowing and understanding were devalued and no
longer “acceptable” in schools.
The other parents echoed this sentiment noting that in some ways they were not
able to help their children with the “new” curriculum. They discussed their efforts to
teach their children to write in cursive so they would know how to sign their name
despite the fact that it was no longer a part of the curriculum. Instead of bringing
curricular concerns to school leaders, they focused on teaching them lessons they felt
were important at home, like how to survive in life after high school. In sum, they taught
their children life lessons about relationships, responsibility, character, and life skills such
as cleaning, cooking, and advocating for themselves. This finding underscores the
importance of recognizing the unique gifts and wisdom that Black parents use to teach
their children as critical elements of parental engagement (see Harrington, forthcoming).
The fixation on and in many instances comparison to past school experiences by
the parents in this study provide evidence of the importance of lived experiences and
educational histories in building sustainable partnerships with Black parents. Overall, the
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parents identified policy and curricular concerns in the context of their children’s schools
that may not have been discussed without a formal medium to address these issues. When
probed, parents offered solutions and ideas from their own school experiences that could
be implemented in today’s schools to providing potential guidance for principals and
school boards in creating a more equitable school environment. Therefore, when used as
a framework, CBPR has the potential to help Black parents address these issues in a way
that impacts both practice and policy at the school level. Specifically, its attention to
social and historical contexts could create an ideal environment for Black parents to
discuss the ways racism and classism have historically and presently impacted their
educational experiences.
Care as a Mediator of Trust
The importance of care and trust have shown up repeatedly in the last decade as
critical aspects of educational leadership (Cooper, 2009; Handford & Leithwood, 2013;
Rivera-McCutchen, 2021). The participants in both focus groups agreed that trust was a
precursor to parental engagement for Black families. They discussed how having teachers
and leaders that “really care about the child’s best interest,” and showed it through their
interactions with students and families, was critical in building relationships with parents.
I discuss this theme in three sections. First, I share experiences of care and the lack
thereof shared by participants. Next, I discuss the connections between care and trust as
highlighted by the parents. Lastly, I share the roles of race and class in analyzing care for
Black parents.
Experiences of Care and Lack of Care
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One parent in the Panther focus group noted the importance of care and trust
through the sharing of an experience in which her daughter was expelled for five days for
fighting at the beginning of the school year.
Definitely you've got to make them feel like you've got their best
interests at heart and show and act like it, you know? Don't just say
it and then you don't... No proof in the pudding when something
happens. First thing, as soon as something happen, you, "All right.
Well, it's time to go."
Ultimately, this experience negatively impacted her ability to trust school administrators
and build reciprocal relationships because she felt unsure about their motives saying,
Now, how is that going to be considering and thinking about your child's
best interests if you're kicking my child out? You're not thinking about my
child's best interest… And I bet you if it was close to count day, they
would have went home, and tomorrow was count, the next day was count
day, I bet you they would have been back.
Orange Juice shared an experience with her daughter’s teacher that caused her to
mistrust the teacher and ultimately advocate for her daughter stating,
I have experience with the teachers that don't care as well, cause I had a
teacher try to flunk my daughter cause her paper was wrinkled. And I was
like, "she did this whole assignment and you going to give her a F cause
her paper was folded?" And she was like, "well yeah, because I supply
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folders." And I said, "well, sometimes even in a backpack, even in a
folder, it can get folded," so I didn't agree with that. So I had to kind of go
against the teacher on that one, cause no, she not going to do this whole
assignment and you fail her cause she got wrinkled paper. She ain't in
college so you can tell the ones who care, so I would agree with that, to
have all the teachers... cause you can tell the difference from when we was
in school till now. You can see the difference cause them teachers cared.
They was on the phone, even back then, they didn't even have to call your
mama all the time, they just knew they could just keep you at the school,
whatever.
These statements were critical in demonstrating the conundrum Black parents’ often face
in regard to navigating teacher, parent, student relationships. Despite Orange Juice’s
intrinsic desire to support the teacher, she chose to advocate for her child as Black parents
have done throughout history (see Auerbach, 2007; Harrington, forthcoming). Contrarily,
Mary described an experience with a teacher whose actions demonstrated to her that he
cared, which helped build their relationship and made her feel more comfortable trusting
him to guide her child. She said,
For me, cause I've had that experience, they have gone out their way to
make sure, they communicate with me, and for instance, my daughter was
having trouble with math, so her teacher would ask if it's okay if she can
stay in his class for recess to get caught up on her work or to get any better
understanding. So that made it seem like he was actually caring or helping
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her to understand her math, and not just leave it for her to do it on her
own.
These differing perspectives demonstrate the power of care or lack thereof in
developing relationships with families and building trust with parents.
Care as a Mediator of Trust
A parent from the Freedom Rider group discussed the transformative power of
care on students saying that children’s behavior can turnaround when they trust you and
you demonstrate to them that “I’m here to keep you safe.” Another participant echoed the
importance of care and trust for building relationships with students and parents when she
discussed care as a mutual understanding that you feel more than understand, and how it
ultimately lays the groundwork for engaging Black parents, She said,
I would definitely tell [school leaders] that they need to make sure they've
got all their children's best interests at heart, because if parents feel like
you don't have their best interests at heart, for one, they're not going to
want to come and participate with nothing you're doing. Because they're
going to say, "What do I want to come up here for? You don't even care
about my kid. I'm trying to really find somewhere else to put my kid at
another school, really.
Twin brought out an additional perspective, highlighting the point that in addition
to teachers and leaders “caring,” parents also have to care. She said,
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That's the biggest issue right now with the parents in our
community. A lot of parents don't like to be involved, and the
parents that been involved be the same faces from first, second
grade, all the way up to high school. They're the same parents'
faces you run into for parent/teacher conference, for activities, for
whatever it is. You don't see too many different faces. If your kids
stay in the same district, you don't see too many different faces.
You still run into them same parents all them years… I ain't going
to say they don't care, but they feel like they got other things to do
than come up there.
Her perspective alluded to the barriers that many Black working-class parents
experience and demonstrated the importance of acknowledging parents’
intersectional identities (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2008; Murray et al.,
2014; Williams & Sanchez, 2013). Although, she felt ultimately Black parents
“cared” about their children, she recognized the realities of everyday life that may
prevent some Black parents from engaging in school-centric ways such as
“coming up there.”
Roles of Race and Class
In some ways, underlying these discussions about care and trust was a shared
understanding of the roles race and class played in their children’s educational
experiences. Collectively, the parents felt that teachers of color demonstrated they cared
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for their children more than white teachers. When asked about the difference between the
teachers in the past and the teachers now, Mary said,
Honestly, race. Cause there may be some people who, for instance, that want to be
a teacher and they just want to come to a school because of the pay is different or
the pay is better, but yet, they don't like the color of their skin or they don't like
the religion of that child has.
She was highlighting the fact that in the past (when she was a student) the majority of the
teachers were Black, but now teachers come to the school because they pay more, but
they do not really care about for their kids. In essence, they felt that it was not fair that the
teachers who “really care” often get paid less than the [Black] teachers who do care.
Madame had a similar perspective stating,
So, for the ones that love it and doing it for the passion of the children, they're
going to get cheated because they're not making as much money and they really
care about the kids, unlike Ms. [redacted] come in here and she don't care and she
whatever anyway, and she making the same amount of money or even more
because the color of her skin, possibly. She's making more money than you and
you really care about the kids, you know?
Overall, the centrality of the notion of trust as evidenced by acts of care
from teachers and school leaders was consistent throughout this study.
Additionally, it was evident that the relationships parents held with teachers and
school leaders greatly impacted the way they internalized their educational
experiences. Attending to those concerns, CBPR directs researchers to pay close
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attention to the legacies of mistrust that have been built over time and to forge
partnerships rooted in safety and trust.
Discussion
The findings from this study provide important insights for understanding
and nurturing LIAAP engagement in their children’s learning. Particularly, they
illuminate the unique experiences of Black working-class women in a way that
brings awareness to ways that educational leaders can improve relationships with
Black parents. In regard to the initial research question: how do the experiences of
working-class Black parents impact their engagement with their children’s school
and learning; these findings revealed that the experiences of working-class Black
parents impact their engagement in at least two important ways. First, Black
parents filter their children’s educational experiences through the lens of their
own and allow that lens to inform their educational decisions. Second, they trust
and build relationships with school stakeholders after they have seen evidence of
their care for their child.
Given the complicated histories some LIAAP have with educational
institutions across the United States, it is critical that educational leaders pay
attention to past educational experiences to avoid repeating the same mistakes.
Additionally, it is important that leaders recognize the intersecting forms of
oppression that working-class Black parents experience, and understand the ways
(gendered) racism and classism impact the waking lives of Black parents and their
children. The conversations shared between the parents in each focus group
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demonstrated their disdain with some current educational practices as they
highlighted some of the racist encounters they experienced. Further, when given
the opportunity, Black parents were able to problematize educational issues at
their children’s schools and draw from their own experiences to devise solutions.
This combination adds to the argument for CBPR as a transformative research
approach to engage Black parents.
The participants in this study identified care as critical for school leaders
seeking to engage Black parents. Beyond their discussion of care, they held an
intrinsic desire to trust their children’s schools. In alignment with Cooper (2009)
who noted “caring relations are further presumed to be essential to forming bonds
of trust (p. 384), the participants viewed care as an essential element of trust.
Despite the narratives that suggest Black parents are apathetic and uninvolved,
they also demonstrated their care of their students and the overall care they felt
the Black community has for their children. These findings further highlighted the
point that building relationships of trust can be viewed as an entry point into
improved parent relationships for teachers and school leaders.
As asserted earlier in this article, CBPR has the potential to address both
of these issues (attention to past experiences; demonstration of care) to Black
parents making it a strong school improvement option for school leaders seeking
to advance equitable engagement efforts within their schools. By recognizing the
legacies of distrust that have existed and demonstrating care to research partners
through the systematic processes involved in the research (i.e., funding,
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participant selection, meeting times), school leadership teams can begin the
process of building or rebuilding relationships with working-class Black parents
within their schools.
Implications and Conclusion
Over the last two decades, scholars have had to contend with the realization that
all parent engagement efforts are not equitable. Newer research has presented alternative
ways of understanding familial engagement in an effort to improve student outcomes and
empower parents to engage in their children’s learning and educational experiences.
Much of this research has drawn attention to the unique experiences of Black parents
(Ishimaru et al., 2019; Marchand et al., 2019; McCarthy Foubert, 2019). In addition to
corroborating the importance of Black parents past lived experiences and the relationship
between trust, care, and engagement, this study, demonstrated the unique opportunity
educational leaders and researchers have to shift the power dynamics between schools
and families by leveraging community and family strengths through CBPR. The
implications for future research and recommendations for practice fall within four areas:
1. Center Care in Equitable Engagement Practices.
As noted by the participants and throughout the literature, an ethic of care is
critical for educators in all roles (Rivera-McCutchen, 2021). For the Black parents
in this study, trust was closely connected to the care demonstrated in their
relationships with school leaders and teachers. Future research should continue to
explore this relationship between trust and care particularly in the context of
Black parents and school leaders. In addition, school leaders should examine their
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practice and interrogate how and if school-level policy actions are in alignment
with critical care for the whole child.
2. Seek and create opportunities to build trust with Black parents.
Re-building trust between Black parents and educational institutions is critical to
create sustainable school-family partnerships. School leaders and teachers should
engage in culturally relevant practices that help them to get to know families and
students. Future research should continue to explore ways that educators build
trust and sustain relationships with Black families.
3. Explore the use of the CBPR approach in Educational Leadership. CBPR
with parents is an underutilized approach within educational leadership. Future
research should explore unpublished and informal research being conducted by
school leaders and parents. While relationships between schools and parents are
critical, universities must support community-based research and outreach to
encourage more faculty to engage in these efforts. Special attention should be
paid to developing school, university, community relationships, and researchpractice partnerships.
4. Prioritization of Community-Based Research in Educational Leadership
Preparation Programs. To successfully incorporate CBPR into their practice,
aspiring school leaders need more opportunities to engage in CBPR in their
educational leadership preparation programs. Required courses in communityengaged research methodologies and courses that prioritize experiential learning
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could create unique opportunities for future school leaders to engage in CBPR
with families and communities upon entering new leadership roles.
5. Honor the Wisdom, Knowledge, and Lived Experiences of Black Parents.
Because of the racist history and research encounters Black people have
collectively experienced, future research should employ asset-based approaches
when studying the Black parent population. As demonstrated through this study,
Black parents have important insight, opinions, and thoughts about their
children’s educations. Organizations like Village of Wisdom in Durham, NC are
currently engaging in this work as they train Black parents in how to do
community-based research. Therefore, connecting schools, with non-profit
organizations, universities, and businesses, and communities will be critical in
advancing this vision and changing mainstream perceptions of Black parents.
The voices of African American parents and families have been kept out of
educational policy, practice, and leadership for centuries. As new understandings of
equitable engagement and school, family partnerships are brought to light and
educational leaders adapt to more expansive understandings of family engagement, it is
critical that the voices of parents are included in both conversations and decision-making
processes. CBPR offers school leaders and community members an opportunity to learn
about family and community strengths and needs in an informal environment driven by
the parents themselves. In relation to Black parents specifically, establishing Black
parent-driven research collaboratives may be a powerful tool in helping parents feel seen,
heard, and valued and ultimately to reshape the school experience for Black families.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION: BATTERED YET UNBOTHERED—WE WANT WHAT’S BEST
FOR OUR KIDS
“The group consisting of mother, father, and child is the main educational agency of
mankind.”
—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., n.d.
The purpose of my dissertation was to explore the lived experiences of lowincome African American parents (LIAAP) in an effort to understand the ways they
engage in their children’s education. Through this inquiry I sought to (a) examine the
impacts of race and class on school parental engagement (b) liberate LIAAP through the
sharing of their experiences and (c) uncover parenting practices of LIAAP that facilitate
school engagement. The primary research question was: How do the raced and classed
experiences of LIAAP impact their engagement with schools and their children’s
learning? Specifically, through this three-article dissertation I answered three
interconnected questions:
1. How has the history of racism in the United States impacted Black parents and
their engagement with their children’s education?
2. How do Black working-class parents engage in their children’s learning and
educational experiences in their everyday lives?
3. How do the experiences of working-class Black parents impact their engagement
with their children’s education?
These questions together with my community-based phenomenological approach
helped guide the research process, leading to robust findings regarding Black parents and
their engagement in their children’s learning and educational experiences. In this chapter,
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I summarize each manuscript in the dissertation and provide recommendations and
implications based on the findings from the overall study.
Dissertation Summary
Each article in this dissertation addressed a specific research question
necessitating unique methods and bringing forth different findings. In this section, I
condense the findings from each chapter. Table 5.1 broadly summarizes each manuscript
and its major findings and implications.
Chapter 2: “The Time is Now:” Tracing Black Parent Engagement Historically
Across the Literature
To understand the broader context of African American parental engagement, I
began this study with a review of the literature. In Chapter 2, I traced through history to
understand the legacies of Black parent engagement that are underlying yet present in
today’s educational context. Using critical race theory (CRT) and community cultural
wealth (CCW) was foundational in my review. I found that, despite a history of
enslavement, trauma, separation, and torture, Black families in the United States have
always shown resiliency, creativity, and resourcefulness in their efforts to advance
educational opportunities for themselves and their children. Through the development of
a sociohistorical timeline, I posited that “the time is now” for educators and educational
leaders to center the voices of Black parents to create equitable opportunities of
engagement.
Starting in 1619, LIAAP showcased their resistant and aspirational capital by
risking their lives to learn to read despite the consequences they might have faced. This
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commitment to literacy demonstrated how much they valued education and identified it
as essential in their paths to liberation. By 1864, limited opportunities for formal
schooling began to open up for African Americans, and they used their social and
resistant capital to ensure their children would be educated building schoolhouses and
supporting other Black people within their communities. After years of learning to
successfully navigate a segregated education system in which Black teachers and leaders
were the norm, the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling ended de jure segregation
creating a host of new circumstances for Black families as they integrated into white
schools. Between 1954 and 1984, research and policy changes related to poverty
attempted to address gaps in academic achievement. As such, scholars began to take an
interest in understanding the ways that the environment—including parents—impacted
children. In the 1980s, this work continued with Epstein’s (1985) original research
developing a framework for understanding parental involvement in schools. After nearly
two decades of research and program implementation based on the notion of parental
involvement, engagement began to enter the educational discourse. From 2004-2019
scholars began challenging deficit discourses about Black parents and questioning
“traditional” understandings of parental involvement ushering in an era of shifts aiming
towards more equitable parental engagement. After the COVID-19 pandemic began
shifting school operations beginning in 2020, educational leaders were responsible for
implementing new ways to engage parents in educational processes that considered the
realities of the pandemic. In closing the article, I made clear that as we continue to
navigate this new terrain, it is critical that we center the voices of Black parents—who are
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often left on the margins—to develop and implement engagement initiatives that
prioritized the lived experiences of LIAAP.
Chapter 3: “Getting to the Good Stuff:” Counternarratives of Familial Engagement
from Low-Income African American Parents
In Chapter 3, I explored the ways that Black parents engaged in their children’s
education. Undergirded by CRT, I used community cultural wealth (CCW) as an
analytical frame, to analyze data from individual interviews and focus groups and create
an overarching counternarrative based on the experiences of the seven Black parents who
participated in this study. The counternarrative chronicled an open house meeting in
which a new principal sought to build relationships with parents at a “challenged” middle
school. In his efforts to improve the school’s academic outcomes over the next few years
he recognized the importance of (re)building relationships with parents and families and
modeling positive relationships for his teachers. Additionally, he understood that Black
parents had been undervalued within the district and he needed to take steps to shift the
power dynamic between the parents and the school.
In conjunction with the findings from the data, through the counternarrative I
demonstrated that Black parents were engaging in their children’s education by utilizing
their CCW—extending beyond traditional norms of engagement that center white,
middle-class parents. They used aspirational, navigational, social, familial, resistant, and
in a few cases linguistic capital to engage in education systems and processes for the
benefit of their children, explicating important insights for developing future engagement
initiatives for LIAAP. Understanding the social realities and recognizing the cultural
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capital that LIAAP access to engage in their children’s educational processes is essential
to implementing family engagement initiatives that decenter school norms and prioritize
families.
Chapter 4: Research, Restoration, and Reconciliation: Using Community-Based
Participatory Research to Reshape the School Experience for Black Families
In Chapter 4, I explored the ways that the daily lives of Black parents impact their
parental engagement. The findings presented in this chapter were derived from the
transcripts of the virtual focus groups with two sets of parents. I used thematic analysis to
analyze the data, identifying past lived experiences and the relationship between trust and
care as important themes. In essence, this study demonstrated the promise of communitybased participatory research (CBPR) as a research approach to enhance school-family
partnerships by restoring and reconciling relationships between Black parents and school
leaders.
More specifically, I denoted CBPR’s attention to historical contexts, asset-based
perspectives, and its approach to building sustainable partnerships as critical based on the
identified themes in the study—attention to LIAAP past educational experiences and the
relationship between trust and care. These elements of the CBPR model make it
particularly attractive for educational leaders seeking to improve relationships with Black
parents, improve school outcomes, and engage the community in transforming and
making policy decisions.
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Table 5.1
Summary of Manuscripts
Manuscript “The Time is Now:” Tracing the
History of Black Parent
Engagement Across the Literature

Research
Question
Methods
152
Key
Finding

“Getting to the Good Stuff:”
Counternarratives of Familial
Engagement from Low-Income
African American Parents

How has the history of racism in the
United States impacted Black parents
and their engagement with their
children’s education?
• Literature Review centering
Black parent engagement
• Distinct focus on the
experiences of Black parents
over the years and the shifts in
research on parent engagement

How do Black working-class parents
engage in their children’s learning and
educational experiences in their
everyday lives?
• Composite counternarrative
based on 7 individual
interviews, two focus groups,
literature, and personal
experience
• Analyzed through Community
Cultural Wealth lens
The history of racism has impacted the Working-class Black parents engage
way Black parents engage in their
in their children’s education by using
children’s education, through centuries their cultural capital (community
of maltreatment. The residual impacts cultural wealth). Specifically, Black
of slavery have created conditions that parents have used navigational,
may lead to distrust amongst Black
aspirational, social, familial, resistant,
families and school systems.
and linguistic capital to engage in their
Moreover, Black parents have utilized children’s education and encourage
community cultural wealth throughout learning.
history to navigate educational
institutions and U. S. systems.
152

Research, Restoration, and
Reconciliation: Using
Community-Based Participatory
Research to Reshape the School
Experience for Black Families
How do the experiences of
working-class Black parents impact
their engagement with their
children’s education?
• 2 Focus Groups
• Thematic Analysis

The experiences of working-class
parents impact their engagement
with their children’s education
because their past lived experiences
within school settings influence
their present relationships with
school leaders and teachers.

Discussion of Collective Findings
Throughout this dissertation study, I embodied a community-based
phenomenological perspective to draw out community understandings of LIAAP parental
engagement experiences. In addition to the centering of the lived experience as an object
of study, phenomenological inquiry urges researchers to pay attention to the overall
essence of a study. Bush et al., (2019) defined phenomenological essence this way:
“Essence from a phenomenological research perspective is described as the intuitive
structure of meaning, whereby, direct examples build a complex understanding of an
experience” (p. 2). To maintain the integrity of phenomenological thought and expound
upon my exploration of the research questions and my understanding of the participants’
lived experiences, I describe the overall essence of the LIAAP experience across all three
manuscripts as: battered yet unbothered: we want what’s best for our kids. In this section
I highlight connections between each of the three manuscripts to explain this overall
essence and how it may impact the field of educational leadership.
Battered, yet Unbothered: We Want What’s Best for Our Kids
Oxford Languages (n.d.) defines battered as being “injured by repeated blows or
punishment” (Definition 1). This definition is in many ways descriptive of the Black
parent experience as they have navigated difficult circumstances historically (and
presently) due to their intersectional identities. In Chapter 2, my exploration of the
literature and historical contexts related to Black parent engagement led to the central
understanding that Black people, specifically Black parents have participated in a multicentury fight to educate their children. This sentiment was echoed in Chapter 3 when
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parents discussed the ways that they used their cultural capital to navigate unjust systems
and situations. Further, in Chapter 4, as participants discussed their interactions and
experiences with their schools, I provided clear evidence of policies and practices that
have negatively impacted their children underscoring the idea that schools are a site of
suffering for Black kids (Dumas, 2014).
These findings all point to a singular truth that Black students and families have
been and still are being “battered” within public schools in the United States. However,
despite these difficulties LIAAP have maintained a sense of hope and aspiration for the
future, presenting an appearance of being unbothered by the daily instances of racism and
classism they experience. In Chapter 2, I discussed the ways formerly enslaved Black
people continued to strive towards liberation and education for years after being
kidnapped and tortured. In Chapters 3 and 4, this trend continued as Black parents
noticed and acknowledged racism in their lives and their children’s schooling
experiences, but rather than lamenting on those issues, they focused on actions they could
take to prepare their children for “success” as they defined it. This sentiment highlights a
central understanding of CRT that racism is endemic. Despite a vast number of programs,
plans, and policies seeking to transform schools and educational institutions, racism is
ingrained in the education system itself and Black people experience it in ways that seem
normal, further perpetuating racist institutional dynamics and limiting the ways that we
can increment toward change.
Despite years of suffering and traumatic histories, the Black parents in this study
remained hopeful about their children’s educational futures. Ultimately, Black parents
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want “what’s best for their kids.” They want to feel valued, and they want to enter
schooling systems and feel confident in trusting school leaders and teachers.
Unfortunately, history and experience have given them warranted reasons to be
concerned about the treatment of their children adding to the mistrust they may feel when
sending their children to school. As noted in Chapter 2, prior to the outlaw of de jure
segregation, Black parents had a history of being engaged with and involved in their
children’s education. When public schools integrated, thousands of Black teachers and
school leaders lost their jobs making the transition to integrated schools difficult for
Black families. While they still “wanted what was best” for their kids, these changes in
school organizational structures may have shifted the way that they thought about and
engaged with schools.
In addition to showcasing the parents’ aspirational capital, the findings presented
in each of the manuscripts in this dissertation provide evidence of the navigational
capital that has helped sustained African American parents throughout the course of
history. Chapter 4 highlighted the value of CBPR with Black families drawing attention
to their creative suggestions for the implementation of school policies and practices,
while chapters 2 and 3 described ways that African Americans utilized their strengths to
navigate the education system. Across all three manuscripts Black parents demonstrated
their strengths and belief in the value of education despite difficult circumstances. In
chapter 3, the participants utilized all of their resources and their cultural capital to ensure
their children would be prepared for life after high school. Further, in Chapter 4, I found
evidence that in instances of injustice or unfairness Black parents wanted to be on the
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“teacher’s side,” but they were committed to advocating for their children. These findings
resembled those from Chapter 2 which highlighted African American resistance across
the span of 400 years. While the COVID-19 pandemic presented problems that impacted
the global education system, some Black parents have been able to leverage their
creativity and strengths, finding alternative ways to school their children. This resistance
is just one more form of cultural capital that Black parents demonstrated throughout the
study.
Finally, in the notion of “we want what’s best for our kids” lies a shared
understanding that Black parents have a collective desire to see Black children and
families thrive. As noted through the communal values highlighted in Chapter 2, this
desire pre-dates slavery. In Chapter 4, in alignment with the findings from Chapters 2 and
3, I found that not only do Black parents’ past lived experiences continue to impact them,
but they understood their children’s education through the lens’ of their own experiences.
Participants discussed ways to get Black parents “more engaged” in schools while noting
difficulties in the lives of other LIAAP. Across all three articles, Black parents
understood the cultural and material significance of familial and social capital
particularly when navigating systems built on racism. This tendency toward community
care and empathy has seldom been highlighted in literature about LIAAP illuminating the
need to engage in more studies about Black parents through asset-based lenses.
As such, in this body of work the common threads have been the centrality of the
LIAAP lived experience, the community cultural wealth of LIAAP, and the importance
of parent and teacher/school leader relationships. Figure 5.1 further illustrates this
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synergy between the findings across all three manuscripts, and in the next section, I
provide an overarching list of recommendations and implications that address findings
related to these areas for both scholars, practitioners, and policymakers.
Figure 5.1
Synergy Across Findings

Centrality of the lived
experiences of
working-class Black
parents

Working class
Black parents
using Community
Cultural Wealth
to engage in
education

Importance of
positive schoolleader and parent
relationships

Recommendations and Implications
Taken together, the three manuscripts in this dissertation collectively point a set
of implications and recommendations that may improve the educational experiences and
outcomes of Black students and families while simultaneously advancing educational
practice.
Recommendations for Practice
As principals continuously seek novel ways to engage Black parents, especially in
light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the findings from this study are particularly important.
Cultivating a shared understanding of parental engagement between school leaders and
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LIAAP and understanding the ways Black parents engage in their children’s learning are
essential for creating positive school-family partnerships. In addition, listening to and
learning from the experiences of Black parents may help school leaders understand the
barriers they face enabling them to structure activities in ways that prioritize the contexts
and needs of LIAAP. These small shifts in educational leadership practice may ensure
school leaders are prepared to create parent and child-centered engagement initiatives
rather than school centered ones. Black parents need opportunities for engagement that
take into consideration their shared histories and intersectional experiences.
The shared responsibility that comes with parental engagement assumes that
African American parents should be in equal partnerships with institutions of learning.
However, historically for African Americans, this has not been the case. Therefore, it is
not surprising that some school leaders have had difficulties engaging Black parents, the
process of engagement positions Black parents to assert power in ways they historically
have not been able to. Accordingly, it is critical that when school leaders seek to engage
Black parents, they understand the implications of racism in the United States and its
impact on the parents and students they serve. Teacher and principal preparation
programs should advocate for and require courses that interrogate race and racism as a
part of the curriculum. In addition, educational leadership preparation programs should
examine their broader curriculum in consideration of the ways they perpetuate white
middle-class norms as standard measures of parental engagement.
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Implications for Policy
Current federal education policy denotes school and family engagement as a
critical aspect of school success and academic achievement (ESSA, 2017). Given this
commitment, schools should receive more funding to innovate programs and processes
that decenter schools and center Black families. While this may be a drastic shift, the
persistent gaps in academic outcomes between Black students and other students signal
the need for drastic measures. Particularly, federal and state-level policies that mandate
shared power with Black families in tangible ways and evaluate this metric using both
quantitative and qualitative data would be valuable for the development of inclusive
engagement practices that shift power to Black families.
Next, policymakers should make concerted efforts to engage Black parents and
families in educational decision-making processes for their children to ensure their voices
are being centered in policy decisions. Research-practice partnerships may be widely
successful in these efforts given their ability to address persistent educational problems
(including racial and SES opportunity gaps), impact policy decisions through research,
and improve educational outcomes (Coburn & Penuel, 2016). The inclusion of Black
parents and the greater community within these research collaboratives has the potential
to increase agency among Black parents, allow for immediate feedback—speeding up
implementation processes—and improve educational outcomes in ways that are
sustainable and that consider the lived experiences of Black parents and families.
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Implications for Research
Future research related to Black parent engagement should continue to explore the
ways that CCW lends itself as an analytical frame to view parental engagement. Studies
that explore each form of cultural capital individually would be especially useful.
Particularly, further explorations related to the aspirational capital of Black families may
aid in closing academic opportunity gaps as we explore the “hopes and dreams” of
parents and students embedded in a meritocratic education system. In addition, given the
importance of literacy as a tool for liberation and within schools, scholars may pay
special attention to linguistic capital and the ways that Black families use language to
navigate educational systems. Other forms of cultural capital in Black parents that
warrant special attention include navigational and resistant capital which were evident
across multiple eras and generations of Black parents in this study. In addition, research
centering the lived experiences of Black parents and families across diverse contexts
should be focused on to draw connections across multiple studies advancing the
scholarship on culturally relevant leadership practices for family engagement.
Given the importance of the “unique voice of color,” and bringing forth stories of
Black people within the CRT framework, scholars should seek out ways to relinquish
power to Black parents through their methodological and analytical research choices. For
example, engaging in participatory research in the forms of CBPR, critical participatory
action research, youth participatory action research and other community engaged
research methods may help redistribute power into the hands of Black parents. Further,
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incorporating these community-based methodologies and perspectives into educational
leadership coursework may improve the overall practice of school leaders and principals.
Conclusion
In the epigraph at the beginning of this chapter we are invited to consider the
educational agency that exists within familial relationships. A leader who transverses
space and time, Martin Luther King Jr. recognized the power of the Black family unit to
invoke educational change. Beyond the limits of “mothering” and “fathering” the
opportunity exists for Black families to operate as change agents in their children’s
educational trajectories and for educational leaders to support them in these efforts. This
dissertation presented empirical evidence of a group of LIAAP engaging in their
children’s education in non-traditional ways throughout history and presently—
countering deficit narratives of Black families within the literature and in educational
spaces. Consequently, this study solidified the potentially transformative power Black
parents possess and can enact on behalf of their families while calling for us to shift our
perspectives regarding Black parents and the education systems and structures they
engage in.
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EPILOGUE: REIMAGINING BLACK FAMILY FUTURES
As I reflect on my roles as an educator, a daughter, a mother, a leader, and my
interactions with Black parents, I am left with a cloud of possibilities regarding what’s
next. Facilitating this research has drawn out important implications for both research and
practice, but as a critical scholar who grounds myself in Freire’s liberatory thought and
praxis I am left pondering the questions: How do we translate these discoveries into
action? How might these findings lead to liberation for Black families? For me, the
answer to those questions lies in the future of my scholarship.
As I engage Black children and families in the research process, I seek to ignite
critical imagination in regard to Black family futures in both educators and communities.
Imagination is defined by Oxford Languages (n.d.) as “the faculty or action of forming
new ideas, or images or concepts of external objects not present to the senses” (Definition
1). Within the realm of education, (re)imagination may represent a way forward and a
way to address critical and conflicting issues in education through transformation and
school reform. (Re)imagination invites us to think beyond our current circumstances and
reimagine educational realities that prioritize the holistic well-being of Black people. As
Black families experience the next hundred years in the United States and beyond, we
have an opportunity to transform what their educational experiences will look like.
The future of Black education is dependent upon our ability to catalyze Black
parents, families, and schools around the same mission. Therefore, through my work, I
will attempt to dismantle systems of oppression and manifestations of racism within the
education system by bridging the gap between research and practice in educational
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settings. Specifically, I hope to build relationships across diverse educational spaces to
develop multi-institutional, interdisciplinary, collectives of children, families, students,
scholars, educational leaders, and community partners across the country dedicated to the
advancement of Black people and Black communities. Together, we will engage in
critical participatory action research to better understand the Black family experience and
explore innovative ways to close racial opportunity and achievement gaps for Black
students. This research collaborative will be community-driven and equity/justice
centered; collectively we will:
•

Focus on the well-being of Black children and families across the diaspora.

•

Build capacity amongst researchers and students engaging in scholarship focused
on Black families, and agency amongst parents and families.

•

Prioritize community-based research in pursuit of the reclamation of knowledge
in Black families.

•

Utilize critical and asset-based frameworks to engage in a variety of research
projects.

•

Create opportunities to teach students, families, and the greater community how
to engage in empirical research.

•

Make research and research findings more accessible to marginalized
communities.
In my efforts to reimagine Black Family futures I invite you—the reader—to join

me. To annihilate anti-Black racism and aid Black families in their healing processes, it
will require the minds, hands, and hearts of many people from across all sectors. While
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this work focuses particularly on Black P-12 student families, the journey to Black
liberation is both transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary. In closing, I offer a vignette
from W. E. B. Dubois from The World and Africa: An Inquiry into the Part Which Africa
has Played in World History (2007 [1947]).) which highlights the possibilities of our
collective work and encourages us to keep imagining.
Reader of dead words who would live deeds, this is the flowering of my
logic: I dream of a world of infinitive and valuable variety; not in the laws
of gravity or atomic weights, but in human variety in height and weight,
color and skin, hair and nose and lip. But more especially and far above
and beyond this, is a realm of true freedom: in thought and dream, fantasy,
and imagination; in gift, aptitude, and genius—all possible manner of
difference, topped with freedom of soul to do and be, and freedom of
thought to give to a world and build into it, all wealth of inborn
individuality. Each effort to stop this freedom of being is a blow at
democracy—that real democracy which is reservoir and opportunity . . .
There can be no perfect democracy curtailed by color, race, or poverty.
But with all we accomplish all, even Peace (p. 165).
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Appendix A
Institutional Review Board Approval Letter
To:

Hans Klar

Re:

Clemson IRB number:
Exempt Category:

IRB2020-413

2

Determination Date: January 8, 2021
Funding Sponsor:

N/A

Project Title: The Sociocultural Impacts of Race and Class on Low-Income
African American Parental Engagement
The Office of Research Compliance determined that the proposed activities involving
human participants meet the criteria for exempt review under 45 CFR 46.104(d).
Principal Investigator (PI) Responsibilities: The PI assumes the responsibilities for the
protection of human subjects as outlined in the Principal Investigator’s Responsibilities
guidance.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Collaborators: This exempt determination only covers Clemson
affiliated researchers on the study. External collaborators will have to consult with their
respective institution’s IRB office to determine what is required for their role on the
project.
Continuing Review: Exempt determinations do not have to be renewed.
Modifications: In general, investigators are not required to submit changes to the
Clemson University’s IRB office once a research study is designated as exempt as long as
those changes do not affect the exempt category or criteria for exempt determination
(changing from exempt status to expedited or full review, changing exempt category) or
that may substantially change the focus of the research study such as a change in
hypothesis or study design.
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If you plan to make changes to your study, please send an email to IRB@clemson.edu
outlining the nature of the changes prior to implementation of those changes. The IRB
office will determine whether or not your proposed changes require additional review.
Reportable Events: Notify the IRB office immediately if there are any unanticipated
problems involving risk to subjects, complications, adverse events and/or any complaints
from research participants that may change the level of review from exempt to expedited
or full board review. Additional information available at
https://www.clemson.edu/research/compliance/irb/forms.html.
Study Personnel Changes: Notify the IRB office if the PI of the study changes. The PI is
not required to notify the IRB office of other study personnel changes for exempt
determinations. The PI is responsible for maintaining records of personnel changes and
appropriate training.
Non-Clemson Affiliated Sites: A site letter is required for off-campus sites. Refer to the
guidance on research site/permission letters for more information.
International Research: Clemson’s approval is based on U.S. human subjects protections
regulations and Clemson University human subjects protection policies. Researchers
should become familiar with all pertinent information about local human subjects
protection regulations and requirements when conducting research in countries other than
the United States. We encourage you to discuss with your local contacts any possible
human subjects research requirements that are specific to your research site, to comply
with those requirements and to inform Clemson’s IRB office of those requirements so we
can better help other researchers prepare for international research in the future.
New IRB Application: A new application is required if the study remains open for more
than 5 years after the initial determination.
Closure: Notify the IRB office when the study can be closed or if the PI leaves the
university. Closure indicates that research activities with human subjects are no longer
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ongoing, have stopped and are complete. Human research activities are complete when
investigators are no longer obtaining information or biospecimens about a living person
through interaction or intervention with the individual, obtaining identifiable private
information or identifiable biospecimens about a living person, and/or using, studying,
analyzing, or generating identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens
about a living person.
Contact Information: Please contact the IRB office at IRB@clemson.edu or visit our
webpage if you have questions.
Clemson University’s IRB is committed to facilitating ethical research and protecting the
rights of human subjects. All research involving human participants must maintain an
ethically appropriate standard, which serves to protect the rights and welfare of the
participants. This involves obtaining informed consent and maintaining confidentiality of
data.
Institutional Review Board Office of Research Compliance Clemson University
https://www.clemson.edu/research/compliance/irb/
IRB Number: IRB00000481 FWA Number: FWA00004497
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Appendix B
Pre-Screening Survey
1. Are you the parent/primary caregiver of a student at one of the middle schools for
at least 50 percent of the time?
2. What race do you identify as?
3. Does your child qualify for free or reduced lunch at school?
4. Are you interested in participating in a study to understand parental engagement
in your community?
5. Do you know the name of any other person who might be interested in
participating in this study?
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Appendix C
Individual Interview Guide
Opening Remarks
Explain the purpose of the study and the process; Review and receive consent, and
answer questions.
Personal and Background Information
1. What is your name?
2. What grade is your child(ren) in?
3. How long has your child attended this school?
4. How would you describe your involvement and engagement with the school?
5. From your perspective, what is your role as a parent in your child’s education?
Experiences
6. What have your experiences with public education been like?
a. Probe: How would you describe your middle school experience?
b. Probe: How would you describe your experience as a parent of a middleschool student?
7. Describe an average day in your life.
a. Probe: How do your race and class impact your day to day life?
8. What major challenges have you faced because of Co-Vid?
a. Probe: How has Co-Vid impacted your engagement with your child’s
learning?
9. On a daily basis how do you interact with your child?
a. How do you support your child’s learning at home?
Parenting Practices
10. What are your educational hopes/goals for your child?
11. What lessons do you feel are important for you to teach your child?
12. What behaviors or actions do you take to prepare your child for high school and
life after high school?
13. How confident are you in your ability to help your child succeed in school?
School Leadership
14. From your perspective, what is the role of the school leader?
15. How can school leaders create more opportunities of parental engagement for
you?
16. What activities/programs/services has the school engaged in that were beneficial
for you and your child’s learning?
17. What support do you need to help your child succeed academically?
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Appendix D
Focus Group Interview Guide
Thank you all for coming, I am happy to connect with you again. Feel free to keep your
camera on or off throughout the interview. Before we get started, please introduce
yourself using your pseudonym and tell us one word you would use to describe yourself
as a parent. Then we will get into the questions and begin the discussion.
1. What would your ideal day be like if you didn’t have work/school responsibilities
what would you do?
2. From your perspective, what is the role of the school leader?
3. How can school leaders create more opportunities of parental engagement for
you?
4. What activities/programs/services has the school engaged in that were beneficial
for you and your child’s learning?
5. What support do you need to help your child succeed academically?
6. If you could give some advice to other Black parents at Title 1 Schools, what
would it be?
7. If you could give some advice to school leaders who serve Black families what
would it be?
8. If you could imagine a dream school from scratch for your child to attend, what
would you want it to be in all aspects?
• Curriculum
• Policies
• Teachers
• Aesthetics
• Enrichment
• Logistics
• Course Design
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Appendix E
Rationale for Selected Interview Questions
Sources

Domain

Rationale

Ruane, 2016 Personal
Getting to know
Background the participants
and building
rapport with
them is an
important part
of gaining their
trust. These
questions open
the door to
communication
and provide
context for the
remainder of the
interview.
(Reynolds
Experiences Understanding
& Howard
the raced and
2013;
classed
Diamond &
experiences of
Gomez,
LIAAP is an
2004)
important part
of understanding
how they
navigate the
world and
engage in their
children’s
education.
These questions
intend to draw
out lived
experiences that
when interpreted
help to explain
LIAAP
engagement.

172

Interview Questions
1. What is your name?
2. What grade is your child(ren)
in?
3. How long has your child
attended this school?
4. How would you describe your
involvement and engagement
with the school?
5. From your perspective, what is
your role as a parent in your
child’s education?

6. What have your experiences
with public education been
like?
a. Probe: How would you
describe your middle
school experience?
b. Probe: How would you
describe your
experience as a parent
of a middle-school
student?
7. Describe an average day in
your life.
a. Probe: How do your
race and class impact
your day-to-day life?
8. What major challenges have
you faced because of Co-Vid?
a. Probe: How has CoVid impacted your
engagement with your
child’s learning?

(Hill &
Tyson,
2009; Wu &
Qi, 2006)

Parenting
Practices

Herrera,
Porter, &
Barko-Alva,
2020;
BaquedanoLopez,
Alexander,
&
Hernandez,
2013)

School
Leadership

Types of
involvement and
specific
parenting
practices play an
important role in
the overall
engagement of
parents.
However,
school leaders
and teachers do
not have a clear
point of
reference to
understand the
style, behaviors,
and practices the
parent engages
in. These
questions offer
insight into
everyday
parenting
practices that
facilitate
engagement.
The disconnect
between school
leadership and
parents
contribute to the
engagement or
disengagement
of LIAAP.
These questions
attempt to
bridge the gap
between what
parents
want/need, and
what school
leaders are able
to provide.

173

9. On a daily basis how do you
interact with your child?
a. How do you support
your child’s learning at
home?
10. What are your educational
hopes/goals for your child?
11. What lessons do you feel are
important for you to teach your
child?
12. What behaviors or actions do
you take to prepare your child
for high school and life after
high school?
13. How confident are you in your
ability to help your child
succeed in school?

14. From your perspective, what is
the role of the school leader?
15. How can school leaders create
more opportunities of parental
engagement for you?
16. What
activities/programs/services
has the school engaged in that
were beneficial for you and
your child’s learning?
17. What support do you need to
help your child succeed
academically?

Appendix F
Evidence of Quality Qualitative Research
Criterion for
Quality
Worthy
Topic

Rich Rigor

Sincerity

Credibility

Various means, practices,
and methods through which
to achieve
The topic of the research is
• Relevant
• Timely
• Significant
• Interesting
The study uses sufficient,
abundant, appropriate, and
complex
• Theoretical constructs
• Data and time in the field
• Sample(s)
• Context(s)
• Data collection and analysis
processes
The study is characterized by
• Self-reflexivity about
subjective values, biases, and
inclinations of the
researcher(s)
• Transparency about the
methods and challenges
The research is marked by
• Thick description, concrete
detail, explication of tacit
(non-textual) knowledge, and
showing rather than telling
• Triangulation or
crystallization
• Multivocality
• Member reflections
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Actions Taken by the Researcher
• Conducted a thorough review of the
parental engagement literature
establishing significance, relevance,
and timeliness.
• Used Critical Race Theory as a
theoretical frame throughout the
study.

•Articulated my values and narrated
my related experiences with parental
engagement through a positionality
statement.
•Clearly stated the limitations of this
study and how they were addressed
•Engaged in writing researcher
memos during and throughout the
research process to aid in providing
thick description
•Practiced data source triangulation
through the selection of parents from
two different schools; methods
triangulation through the use of focus
groups and interviews and theory
triangulation through the use of CRT
and CCW as analytic frames
•Provided the opportunity to engage
in member reflections after their

Resonance

Significant
Contribution

Ethics

Meaningful
Coherence

The research influences,
affects, or moves particular
readers or a variety of
audiences through
• Aesthetic, evocative
representation
• Naturalistic generalizations
• Transferable findings
The research provides a
significant contribution
• Conceptually/theoretically
• Practically
• Morally
• Methodologically
• Heuristically
The research considers
• Procedural ethics (such as
human subjects)
• Situational and culturally
specific ethics
• Relational ethics
• Exiting ethics (leaving the
scene and sharing the
research)
The study
• Achieves what it purports to
be about
• Uses methods and
procedures that fit its stated
goals
• Meaningfully interconnects
literature, research
questions/foci, findings, and
interpretations with each other
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participation in a focus group to
further inform the data collection
process
•Encouraged participants to engage in
member-checking
•Showcased multivocality through
the sharing of different perspectives
•Spent time in the community to gain
a greater understanding of the context
•Used knowledge of the context to
provide clear representation of the
community and the participants

•Showcased the potential of a unique
methodology combining
phenomenology and CBPR in
educational leadership research

•Received support from the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) at
Clemson University to prior to
pursuing the research.
•Will share the findings of this
research in both traditional and nontraditional ways including academic
publications, public talks, and social
media
•Clearly stated objectives and
research question throughout the
study
•Used methods and procedures that
aided in answering the research
question and meeting the objectives
of this study.
•Connected literature, theoretical
frame, research questions/goals, and
findings to discuss the study in
Chapter 5.
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